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ABSTRACT
Mulhearn, Doris Ann Youngblood, PhD. The University of Memphis. May 2012
Southern Graces: Women, Faith, and the Quest for Social Justice in Memphis, Tennessee,
1950-1969. Major Professor: Dr. Aram Goudsouzian.
Memphis, Tennessee was thrust into the national civil rights movement after the
assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., in 1968. The city however, has a much
more complex connection with civil rights activity than the traditional narratives imply.
As early as 1950, both black and white Memphians attempted to address the social
inequities of Jim Crow. Many of these early social justice activists were women.
Although the assumption is that the women would be Protestant because of the historical
association of African Americans with Protestant denominations as well as the lack of a
significant Catholic population in Tennessee, there was a small, but active, progressive
Catholic community in Memphis. Using the lens of faith, this dissertation examines the
motivations and activities of an interracial group of Catholic women activists.
Motivated by the tenets of their Catholic faith, the women used existing social,
political and religious organizations to further the cause of social justice. When these
structures were not available, the women created them: Blessed Martin House of
Hospitality, Catholic Human Relations Council, the Concerned Women of MemphisShelby County, Panel of American Women, and NAME (New Attitudes, Memphis
Encounter). They also acted as individuals to achieve their goals: writing newspaper
columns and magazine articles, picketing segregated parochial schools, serving in
political positions and running for office, and marching in protests.
The women, a small representation of progressive Catholics active in the South in
the time period, redefined their perceptions and expectations of themselves both as

vi

women and Catholics. In doing so, they challenged contemporary gender norms as well
as the patriarchal hierarchy of the Catholic Church. Their stories highlight the significant
contributions made by Catholics and Catholic theology to the civil rights movement on
the local level and further refine the understanding of the larger civil rights and women’s
rights movements.
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Introduction
To understand how a free-spirited African American agnostic took up residence in
a dilapidated hovel in a ghetto, why an upper-middle class housewife became a lightning
rod for McCarthy-era red-baiting or how a middle-aged nun with a bad back wound up in
a sit-in hunger strike in the office of the mayor of Memphis, one must understand not
only their city of Memphis, but also the Catholic faith. Their religion was the crucible of
their radicalism as well as their primary self-identification. Although the post-World
War II Catholic Church maintained its rigid patriarchal hierarchy, many priests and lay
activists urged Catholics to work within their communities to incite reform. Citing papal
encyclicals, scripture passages, and official dogma, these progressive Catholics argued
that more people of their faith needed to realize the urgency of the social justice mission.
Their disparity between profession and practice was an underlying cause of many social
ills, including racism.1 This message – that the ultimate profession of faith was working
for equality – resonated with many Catholic women in Memphis. They sought to build
bridges between their Church and their greater community through social outreach and
political activism. In the Memphis of the 1950s and 1960s, this stance was extraordinary,
even revolutionary.
Social movements cannot be reduced to analyses of formal organizations,
strategies, resources, and tactics. Instead, they require an understanding of identity,
culture, and community.2 This group of Catholic women represented one of the many

1

John La Farge, S.J., Catholic Viewpoint On Race Relations (Garden City, New York:
Hanover House, 1956), 72, 31.
2

Belinda Robnett, How Long? How Long? African American Women in the Struggle for
Civil Rights (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 198.

1

“we” groups – self-made communities of various racial, cultural, class, and gender
segments – spawned by the greater civil rights movement.3 In recent years, significant
contributions to the field of women’s activism have parted the “magnolia curtain,”
redefining the civil rights movement as well as women’s place in it.4 While many works
examine women’s involvement in formal institutions, focusing solely on institutions
neglects an important facet of their activities, which involve personal relationships more
than hierarchical structures.5 Further, when discussing the role of religion in the civil
rights movement in the American South, historians traditionally focused on the mass
movement efforts of the Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr. and other black, male, Protestant
ministers. Significant scholarship has emerged in recent years highlighting the
contributions of women and non-African Americans to the movement’s success, but the
focus has remained almost exclusively on the role of Protestant theology within the
movement, causing many historians to ignore the very real contributions of not only the
institutional Church, but individual Catholics. Patrick D. Jones’s Selma of the North
effectively recounts the efforts of a white priest, Father James Groppi, in Milwaukee’s
open housing struggle, but does so in the context of the African American freedom
struggle, rather than examining the religious grounding of Groppi’s actions.6 Notable
Catholic theologians, such as Thomas Merton, have recently been included in anthologies
3

Ibid., 199.

Stephanie Gilmore, “The Dynamics of Second-Wave Feminist Activism in Memphis,
1971-1982: Rethinking the Liberal/Radical Divide,” MWSA Journal 15, no. 1 (Spring, 2003): 96.
4

5

Kathleen M. Blee, ed., No Middle Ground: Women and Radical Protest, (New York
University Press: New York, 1998), 3.
6

Patrick D. Jones, The Selma of the North: Civil Rights Insurgency in Milwaukee,
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 2009).

2

of the religious rhetoric of the movement; yet, Catholic theology is subsumed within a
larger Judeo-Christian theme.7
An emerging trend in Catholic scholarship is the examination of the connection
between social movements and change in the church since Vatican II.8 Arguably the
most influential doctrine of the Church in the last 150 years, the Vatican II encyclicals of
the 1960s radically transformed the role of women and laity in the Church as well as
altered their perceptions of themselves. Catholic women in the South, by definition
complicit in a hierarchical and patriarchal institution, offer a unique opportunity to
examine the ambiguous role of the female laity in not only the Church, but also societal
movements. African American Catholic women, triply neglected due to their race,
gender and faith, present historians with a particularly rich and relatively unexamined
facet of not only movement history, but also religious and gender history. Similarly, the
activism of progressive white Catholic women lends credence to Clayborne Carson’s
assertion that Southern white moderates were more crucial to the success of the
movement than radicals such as Bob Zellner and Anne Braden because they were “an
essential force for compromise between civil rights protestors and white
segregationists.”9 Although there is truth to David Chappell’s contention that “the story
of white dissent from the mid-1950s on is a story of response to the new black

7

Davis W. Houck and David E. Nixon, eds., Rhetoric, Religion and the Civil Rights
Movement 1954-1965 (Waco, Texas: Baylor University Press, 2006).
Leslie Woodcock Tentler, “On the Margins: The State of American Catholic History,”
American Quarterly 45, no. 1 (March 1993): 118.
8

Clayborne Carson, “Foreword,” in David L. Chappell’s Inside Agitators: White
Southerners in the Civil Rights Movement (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press,
1994), xi.
9

3

movement,” his view presupposes a monolithic Southern experience. As the following
chapters illustrate, there was at least one other source of white dissent – religious
conviction, which complicates the narrative.10
This conviction led the women, both black and white, to step outside the
traditional roles ascribed to them by society and their faith. They challenged both roles,
becoming leaders within Memphis’s nascent civil rights movement. Study of women as
leaders within the movement, both nationally and locally, is a burgeoning historical field.
As Belinda Robnett argues, the focus on male clergy, rather than lay women organizers,
“has been driven by visibility and narrowly defined conceptions of power.”11 Although
Robnett’s work focuses almost exclusively on Protestant women in the civil rights
movement, the experiences of these Catholic women as controversial political activists
and community organizers places them firmly within Robnett’s definition of women as
bridge leaders – activists who fostered ties between greater social movements and the
local community, crossing boundaries between public life and private spheres.12
The dramatically diverse lives and actions of these women also demonstrate the
professed universality of Catholicism’s tenets of social justice. Ironically, the decisions
of these women to demonstrate their faith through works created a backlash from the very
community, the Catholic Church, that initially planted the seeds of their radicalism.13

10

David L. Chappell, Inside Agitators: White Southerners in the Civil Rights Movement
(Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1994), 47.
11

Robnett, 18.

12

Ibid., 19

13

Kimberly K. Little, You Must Be From the North: Southern White Women in
the Memphis Civil Rights Movement, (Jackson, Mississippi: University Press of
Mississippi, 2009), 127.

4

Personal rebukes by clergy, harsh criticism and ostracism from fellow communicants,
even censure from family members – nothing dissuaded these women of faith from their
missions, missions they still steadfastly maintain were not only integral to their
understanding and exercise of their Catholic faith, but ordained by God. In attempts to
truly live their faith through deeds, these women battled the Jim Crow laws of the era, a
reluctant Catholic hierarchy, a reticent Catholic laity, and an anti-Communist
conservatism typical of the 1950s and 1960s. Their efforts to bring justice and equality to
the most oppressed members of society broke racial, gender, and socio-economic
barriers, leaving a lasting impression on the Memphis Catholic community and the city as
a whole. Placed in juxtaposition to the prevailing Jim Crow and Cold War era social
norms concerning women and race in Memphis and the Catholic Church, the challenge of
the status quo by these women illustrates the complex, diverse, and sometimes
contradictory role of religion, race, and gender in the civil rights era South.
Helen Caldwell Day Riley, the daughter of an African American college
professor, experienced a compelling conversion from agnosticism to Roman Catholicism.
Her intense religious devotion as well as her intellectual curiosity drew her to the
Catholic Worker Movement of Dorothy Day. Riley’s exposure to the tenets of Day’s
unique personalist philosophy spurred her to regard her faith as a tool to explore and
combat social ills, particularly poverty and racism. Joined by Alice Hanrahan, a white,
middle-class, cradle Catholic, Riley created not only an inter-racial discussion group, but
organized and managed a Catholic Worker House in the heart of one of Memphis’s worst
slums. Given the political and racial climate of 1950s Memphis, the efforts of Riley and

5

Hanrahan offer an early glimpse of the emerging faith-based social justice and civil rights
movement in the South.
Riley and Hanrahan were assisted by other Catholics, including members of
religious orders. One early ally, Sister Adrian Hofstetter, also found purpose in the
personalist philosophy of Dorothy Day and the Worker movement. Her taking of
religious vows, however, set her upon a different course of action. An intellectual,
Hofstetter dedicated her religious life to education, earning a doctorate from the
University of Notre Dame at a time when few women attended graduate school. While
teaching in Memphis, Hofstetter’s increasing involvement in social justice and civil rights
activities earned her the respect, and enmity, of many. Whether as a teacher, an assistant
at a Catholic Worker house, a marcher in the Sanitation Strike, or as a community
activist, her commitment to her faith and social justice defined her life, as well as inspired
those who knew and worked with her.
The notoriety of Hofstetter in white Memphis Catholic circles was matched
perhaps only by that of Anne Shafer. The daughter of Irish and Italian parents, Shafer’s
Catholicism permeated every aspect of her life. She initially desired to become a nun,
but did not pursue a vocation. A mystical experience, however, led Shafer to transform
her secular life and pursuits into vehicles of religious devotion, and fueling her
determination to unravel the intertwined evils of racism and poverty in Memphis. Her
political activities led to public ostracism from within the Church and Memphis society,
but her commitment to the ideals of the inherent equality of all promoted by her Church
never wavered.

6

Shafer’s efforts to address Memphis’s inequitable racial and class structure led to
two of her most meaningful personal relationships – those with Allegra Turner and
Modeane Thompson. Turner’s heritage as a cradle Catholic form Louisiana as well as
her poised and graceful presence moved Shafer. Turner’s quiet dignity in the face of
injustice – as wife to the NAACP president, scourer of university records for evidence of
discrimination, and picketer of local Catholic schools for the admission of all children –
exemplified the ideal of devoted wife, mother, and Catholic. Her almost stoic refusal to
bend to society’s expectations was complemented by Modeane Thompson’s eloquent
denunciations of hypocrisy and inequality. A native Memphian, Thompson converted to
Catholicism to marry her husband and embraced the tenets of her new faith, particularly
the teachings on social justice and equality. She touched thousands with her thoughtful
poignant commentaries, through her writings, and her participation in the Panel of
American Women.
Some these women were “cradle Catholics,” steeped from birth in the beliefs of
the Church and influenced by generations of family tradition. Others were converts
drawn to the universality of its theology. United by an underlying belief that their faith
compelled them to address the lack of social justice in Memphis, these women challenged
not only the racial norms of the Jim Crow South, but also the gender roles inherent in the
hierarchical pre-Vatican II Catholic Church.

7

Chapter 1
The Little Way
Blessed are those who are poor in spirit.
For theirs is the kingdom of God.
Bless us O Lord, make us poor in spirit.
Bless us O Lord, our God.1
In a stately home at the crest of one of Vicksburg, Mississippi’s rolling hills, a
grandmother instructed her twelve year-old granddaughter to take the trash outside. The
night was dark and rainy and the girl hesitated. “Where should I take it?” she asks. “Oh,
just throw it down the hill,” the grandmother responded. The obedient child dutifully
chucked the bag of trash into the night, where it slithered down the hill, into the murk
below. The next morning, clear and bright, the girl kissed her grandmother goodbye, and
happened to glance down the hill where she had thrown the trash. She was mortified at
what she saw – the trash she had thrown out into the rainy night before, clearly visible,
littered the yards of the shanties huddled at the foot of the hill. The very homes of the
poor, black families who lived at her family’s feet were her family’s trash bin.2
The image of the trash and the guilt of her complicity set Ann Shafer’s feet firmly
on a path that the vast majority of Southern white women – especially Southern, white,
Catholic women – did not acknowledge, much less take, in the 1930s. Her distress at not
only her actions, but those of other whites was difficult for her family to understand and
address. Although Shafer’s father was an officer of his union local and very involved in
pursuing living wages and tolerable working conditions for his fellow laborers, that

Jean Anthony Greif and Tom Tomaszek, “We Are the Light of the World,” (Vernacular
Hymns Publishing Co., 1966).
1

Anne Shafer, interview by author, Memphis, Tennessee, 28 August 2007, author’s
personal collection.
2

8

activism did not extend to race relations. Although their whiteness gave them some
status, their faith placed Catholics in a precarious situation in the South. “As a child,
observing these incidences of injustice and indignity, I was often moved to tears. My
mother, in answer to my question said we did not get involved because we [Catholics]
were ‘foreigners’ to the South’s majority, and ‘we had to get along.’ Our family tried to
be kind to others, to help out when we could, she said.”3
To understand why Shafer, and her fellow travelers, chose the paths less taken,
one must understand the Catholic faith that was the crucible of their radicalism.
Catholicism was undergoing a transformation between the world wars and it was the
newer, more engaged theology that transformed the women – through catechism,
Catholic literature and publications, and the homilies of the priests during mass. It was
the compassionate logic of Jesuit priest John LaFarge and the personalist communitarian
teachings of Catholic radicals such as Dorothy Day and Peter Maurin, and rather than the
staid dogma of Rome, that instilled in many Catholics a passionate commitment to social
justice issues.
As a Jesuit, LaFarge spent years as a pastor in rural areas of America, particularly
Maryland. His work as a priest “brought him into intimate, grass-roots contact with
many of the problems that confront the Church in this country . . . community life in a
racially mixed (white and Negro) community and the kindred problems of racial
prejudice.” In particular, his struggles to establish an educational system for the African
American youth in his parish profoundly impacted his approach to his faith and his

3

Anne Whalen Shafer, History of the Memphis City Beautiful Commission and Its Impact
on Our Lives. (Memphis, Tennessee, 1996), 74.

9

pastoral work, causing him to reconsider not only his own moral and religious
obligations, but those of the Church and society as a whole.4
LaFarge confronted the race issue directly in his seminal 1937 work, Interracial
Justice.5 He attempted to present Catholics with a succinct explanation of the Church’s
teaching on social and racial justice. “The theological doctrine of the universality or
catholicism of the Church . . . as regarding all races is not a mere statistical universalism,
a mere universality of individual membership, similar to that of a political party or an
economic organization which would take all the inhabitants of a given territory. It is a
living union of all mankind.”6 In Interracial Justice and in subsequent works, LaFarge
presented a plan to combat racial discrimination in all forms based upon the premise of
“bringing to bear the influence of Catholic teaching and institutions as to secure just and
charitable relations between the various racial or ethnic groups.”7 He urged individual
Catholics to pursue the formation of a “genuinely Catholic attitude,” which in turn would
foster sincere inquiry into societal problems and lead to action based upon that
information.8

John LaFarge, “John LaFarge,” in Walter Romig, ed., The Book of Catholic Authors:
Informal Self-portraits of Famous Modern Catholic Writers, Sixth Series (Detroit: W. Romig &
Company, 1960) as reprinted at http://www.catholicauthors.com/
lafarge.html [accessed 7 July 2009].
4

5

This work was later reprinted as The Race Question and the Negro: A Study of the
Catholic Doctrine on Interracial Justice (New York: Longmans, Green, 1943).
6

John LaFarge, S.J., The Race Question and the Negro: A Study of the Catholic Doctrine
on Interracial Justice (New York: Longmans, Green and Co., 1943) 237. Emphasis in original.
7

Ibid., 241.

8

John LaFarge, S.J., Catholic Viewpoint On Race Relations (Garden City, New York:
Hanover House, 1956), 112-3.

10

LaFarge told lay Catholics “the spiritual citadels to be captured are not the
bishops and chanceries of the Church. These have long since declared their official
position.”9 Citing papal encyclicals, scriptural passages, and official dogma, LaFarge
argued that it was the mass of the Catholic people who needed to be convinced of the
urgency of the social justice mission and its centrality to their faith, that their disparity
between profession and practice was an underlying cause of racism.10
Advocating a bottom-up approach, LaFarge encouraged all Catholics to not only
use their spiritual power, but also their temporal power, to further the cause of Catholic
interracial justice.11 He advocated intercessory prayer, especially on the feast days of
saints known for their zeal for social justice, such as Saint Peter Claver and Saint Francis
Xavier. He also urged Catholics to set a positive example in their personal lives, dealings
with their interracial dilemmas, and by joining and supporting organizations, Catholic
and non-Catholic, that aligned themselves with the Church’s teachings on social justice.
All activities should “tend . . . to the formation of permanent religio-social institutions
which will assure the collaboration of the races for the common good.” 12
LaFarge’s clarion calls for social justice made him the early face of Catholic
opposition to racial segregation. As a writer and editor for the Catholic magazine,
America, LaFarge’s interpretation of Catholic catechism and scripture profoundly
influenced millions of lay American Catholics. He also found allies throughout the

9

Ibid., 72.

10

Ibid., 72, 31.

11

Ibid., 112-3.

12

LaFarge, The Race Question, 241-64; LaFarge, Catholic Viewpoint, 124.

11

hierarchy, including in the Vatican itself.13 Leading by example, LaFarge founded the
Catholic Interracial Council of New York (CICNY), operating under the sanction of the
diocese of New York, in 1934. Implementing LaFarge’s plan for Catholic interracial
action, CICNY quickly became the de facto national headquarters for the small, but
growing, wing of progressive Catholics. LaFarge’s early, uncompromising position on
race relations inspired Catholics across the country to found local interracial councils
based on the CICNY model. Many sprang up in unlikely places – such as Memphis,
Tennessee.14 LaFarge’s approach and methods to combat the ills of racial discrimination
and segregation were palatable to the average Catholic layperson. It was not necessarily
an imposition to donate to a scholarship fund for deserving Negro students, or to say an
extra prayer on a particular saint’s feast day. Such actions could remain anonymous, if
needed. LaFarge made it seem so logical, almost easy, to become a liberal Catholic, at
least as far as the racial struggle.
The Catholic Worker movement of Dorothy Day and Peter Maurin, however, was
a different animal. Although based in the same catechism of the Church with a similar
enhanced focus on acts as well as faith, the Catholic Worker movement held a very
different position within the Catholic bureaucracy and the greater lay community as well.
Maurin, Day, and their adherents advocated a much more radical approach to the
Catholic faith and social justice issues such as racial discrimination. They took quite
Patrick Allitt, “An Unordinary Man: A Life of Father John LaFarge, S. J.” review of
Robert A. Hecht’s Unordinary Man: A Life of Father John LaFarge, S. J., (Lanham, Maryland:
Scarecrow Press, 1996) in America, 30 November 1996, 28.
13

14

Historical Note, Catholic Interracial Council of New York Collection, The American
Catholic History Research Center and University Archives http://archives.lib.
cua.edu/findingaid/cicny.cfm [accessed 15 March 2008]. The Catholic Human Relations Council
of Memphis was founded in 1963.

12

literally Jesus’ instructions that the least among all represent him. The Catholic Workers
drew upon the lives of several key saints, notably St. Francis of Assisi, Catharine of
Siena, and Teresa of Avila. All these saints spurned lives of wealth and influence in
favor of working for and with the poor. The Catholic Workers attempted to live
according to the models presented by these saints as well as by what they considered the
most critical passage in the New Testament, the Sermon on the Mount. The crux of the
Catholic Worker philosophy, however, was an interpretation of personalist philosophy
developed by Maurin.
Personalism, a form of idealism, holds that a person is the ultimate philosophical
principle, and that reality is actually a society of selves with a Supreme Person (aka God)
at the center. 15 Although loosely linked to secular and religious humanism, personalism
is inherently theistic and creationist, meaning that the answer to all questions and answers
comes from the spark the Creator/God placed in each individual. Furthermore,
personalism sees existence as characterized by freedom – that to be is to be free. One
must use this freedom to act. 16 Muarin’s exposure to personalist philosophy through
various Catholic Action groups and religious orders in his native France profoundly
shaped his worldview. Central to Maurin’s interpretation of personalism was the idea
that every person possesses an innate dignity, which must be respected at all times, and
15

Rufus Burrow, Personalism: A Critical Introduction (St. Louis, Missouri: Chalice
Press, 1999), 11.
16

Ibid., 86-7; James Terrence Fisher, The Catholic Counterculture in America, 19331962 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1989), 29; Gordon C. Zahn, “Social
Movements and Catholic Social Thought,” in One Hundred Years of Catholic Social Thought:
Celebration and Challenge (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 1991), 49; Arthur Sheehan,
Peter Maurin: A Gay Believer (Garden City, New York: Hanover House, 1959), 54; Mark Zwick
and Louise Zwick, The Catholic Worker Movement: Intellectual and Spiritual Origins (New
York: Paulist Press, 2005), 20.

13

the freedom to act upon that dignity. This interpretation of personalism drew heavily
from French personalist Emmanuel Mounier and Russian Nicholas Berdyaev. Mounier
asserted that personalism is the antithesis of bourgeois individualism. To Mounier, and
later Maurin and Day, the individualist, or the bourgeois, had become unmoored from the
foundations of being through his obsession with comfort. This attachment to materialism
prevented the bourgeois from seeking the infinite.17 Action, freedom, and destiny were
intimately linked in Mounier’s philosophy: “One does not free a man by detaching him
from the bonds that paralyze him; one frees him by attaching him to his destiny.”18 That
destiny, if a man was truly free, was not bourgeois, but instead was of “giving without
measure and without hope of reward.”19
Similarly, Nicholas Berdyaev rejected what he termed the bourgeois spirit,
believing that its triumph was the central problem of modern society, because it created a
spiritual void. “The industrial-capitalist system . . . is sowing the seeds of its own
destruction by sapping the spiritual foundation of man's economic life.”20 Berdyaev
believed that man’s purpose was to exercise that spark of divinity inherent within himself
and thereby achieve union with God. He also stressed man’s freedom of action, believing
that man possessed the ability to achieve a balance between his divinity and his
Emmanuel Mounier, “Roots of the Catholic Worker Movement: Emmanuel Mounier
and Personalism,” Houston Catholic Worker 25, no. 2 (March 1995)
http://cjd.org/1995/03/01/emmanuel-mounier-and-personalism/ [accessed 21 July 2009].
17

18

Emmanual Mounier as quoted in Zwick, 98.

19

Ibid., 101.

Nicholas Berdyaev, “Materialism Destroys the Eternal Spirit,” as excerpted in
“Nicholas Berdyaev, Prophet for the Catholic Worker Movement,” Houston Catholic Worker 25,
no. 4 (May-June 1995) via http://cjd.org/1995/06/01/nicholas-berdyaev-prophet-for-the-catholicworker-movement-materialism-destroys-the-eternal-spirit/ [accessed 21 July 2009].
20

14

humanity. To Berdyaev, such harmony was the preferred relationship between man and
God. This harmony, or balance, should reflect in all aspects of life, because God could
be reached only through a combination of thought and action.21
Both Mounier and Berdyaev believed action through faith was the only viable
solution to the gross inequities and injustices confronting a modernizing society; only by
actively engaging the problem, through spiritual means, could it be solved. According to
Mounier, “A personalist civilization is one whose structure and spirit are directed towards
the development as persons of all the individuals constituting it. They have as their
ultimate end to enable every individual to live as a person, that is, to exercise a maximum
of initiative, responsibility, and spiritual life.”22 As Maurin developed his ideas for the
Catholic Worker movement, the philosophy required such action based upon free-will
and personal responsibility, as long as the means were true – free from the taint of
bourgeois and other objectionable ideologies.23
The intellectual rejection of the bourgeois aspects of modern society led to
Maurin’s belief in the literal rejection of the bourgeois accoutrements as well. He came
to embrace the idea of poverty as a gift from God, an avenue to greater personal, spiritual
growth. He began to refuse payment for his tutoring services and increasingly relied on
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the kindness of others for food, shelter and other necessities.24 Such voluntary poverty
later became a key component and hallmark of the Catholic Worker movement.
It was through the kindness of others that Maurin and Dorothy Day met. A
mutual friend, George Shuster, editor of the progressive Catholic periodical
Commonweal, suggested Maurin pay Day a visit.25 Together, they established a
newspaper, The Catholic Worker. Although they initially disagreed on editorial choices,
they soon fell into a symbiotic relationship – Day became “someone to whom [Maurin]
could propound his program” and Maurin became Day’s intellectual and spiritual muse.
The movement they created attempted to live Maurin’s teachings on freedom, personal
responsibility, and dignity rooted in Catholic social teachings.26
The centerpiece of the Catholic Worker movement was the Houses of Hospitality.
Based on an early Church edict that bishops maintain hospices for the poor in each
parish, the Catholic Worker houses provided spiritual and physical succor to all who
sought it.27 The personalist philosophy espoused by Maurin and Day demanded
immediate and individual action. As word of their work spread throughout the Catholic
community, houses sprang up all over the country. Maurin abhorred the idea of
bureaucracy and steadfastly rejected all attempts to formalize a hierarchy: “We are not an
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organization. We are an organism.”28 Therefore all houses operated independently of
each other, but were linked loosely to the “mother house” in New York City. The houses
were maintained by donations of labor, supplies, and money. Volunteers, who came to
call themselves Workers, often lived at the houses permanently, providing a loose, if
unofficial, staff.
To Maurin and Day, poverty was a goal in itself, an indispensible qualification for
their apostolate.29 Although Workers dedicated their lives to the cause and embraced
voluntary poverty, they understood that their path was not appropriate for all. They
encouraged Catholics to address the needs of their local communities to the best of their
abilities. Maurin insisted that “living out one’s convictions, not just reading about them,
studying them, or collecting facts and information” was the most important aspect of the
Worker philosophy.30 Maurin’s “easy essays,” a regular feature of the Catholic Worker,
provided succinct summaries of complicated theological and moral issues and obtuse
church-speak presented in the encyclicals. It was Day’s engaging, vibrant columns and
Maurin’s “easy essays” that introduced thousands of Catholics, lay and clergy alike, to
the idea of personal commitment to their faith through every action they took, or did not
take.
The austere, almost monastic quality of the Workers’ approach to their faith was
off-putting to many, especially clergy, who could interpret it as a rebuke of the excesses
of the princes of the Church. Day and Maurin, however, insisted the opposite – that they
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were simply putting the words of the papal encyclicals into practice as their
understanding of their faith dictated, using the “dynamite” inherent in the Gospels.31 The
Workers viewed the Church’s teaching on the “common good . . . the dignity of the
human person and the responsibility for God’s creation” as central to their philosophy.32
Many viewed their position as radical, but the Workers insisted they were simply putting
faith into practice. Controversial positions taken by the Workers such as their high
profile support of the nascent American labor movement and its pacifist stance during
World War II led many lay and non-Catholics to assume that the Workers accepted, or
rejected, papal authority when it suited their purposes. Day, however, was careful to
defer to the Church as the ultimate authority. She was quoted as saying, “I thank God
that we have a priest who is always on hand to tell us what sides to take.”33
Per Rome’s instructions, Workers actively opposed socialism and communism,
offering “a greater [spiritual] vision to those workers whose only support had seemed to
come from the half-truths propagated by Communists organizers.”34 They also avoided
overt political activity. Day personally believed that “voting, with its limited choices,
and parliamentary politics rife with deal making stifled genuine change.” She stated that
she “would never vote in an election.”35 Catholic Worker philosophy promoted direct
31
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action of the masses as the key to the social revolution necessary to right the inherent
economic and societal injustices of a modern capitalistic society.
The advent of World War II made the non-political stance of the Workers more
and more difficult to maintain. Although staunchly anti-fascist, the Workers’ pacifist
stance during the war alienated some readers, who withdrew support.36 After the war, the
growing momentum of the African-American struggle for civil rights often made the
faith-based actions of the Workers appear political, even if they were not intended to be.
As emblazoned on the newspaper masthead – two arms, one white, one black, clasped in
solidarity – racial justice and dignity for people of all colors was inherent in the
philosophy of the Catholic Worker movement. Its unfaltering opposition to all forms of
racial segregation and discrimination came as a surprise to some Catholics, especially in
the South.37 As the newspaper’s circulation increased, its color-blind philosophy
appealed to many Catholics searching for personal fulfillment and theological legitimacy
for progressive racial views.
The Catholic Church in the South was distinct from the Church in the rest of the
country. Numbers were one reason. Although there were a few pockets of large
congregations, notably in Maryland and Louisiana, entire states often comprised one
diocese, with generally geographically large, but demographically small, parishes,
especially in rural areas. In 1950, there were only 37, 501 Catholics in the entire state of
Tennessee, a scant 1.2% of the state’s population. With only 55 parishes with an average
of 682 members, the Catholic institutions were hardly the powerful cultural and political
36
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forces of the eastern seaboard and Midwestern urban centers.38 Although there was some
ethnic tribalism in southern Catholic communities, it never reached the levels of the
northern and midwestern counterparts. Irish, Italian, Germans all attended the same
parish church; their children attended the parochial school where possible. Catholics in
general were isolated, socially and religiously, from their overwhelmingly Protestant
neighbors, as well as from the greater Catholic community.
One link to the larger Catholic fold was through the clergy and women religious.
Weekly homilies and catechism generally reflected traditional, dogmatic Catholic
thought. The emerging era of mass-media also played a role; tuning into broadcasts by
national luminaries such as the “radio priest” Father Charles Coughlin was a ritual in
many homes. A more personal, and perhaps more radical, connection to the Catholic
zeitgeist was lay publications such as America, Commonweal, and the Catholic Worker.
Catholic writings comprised the bulk of many Catholic private libraries. Lives of
the saints, the Baltimore catechism, and the writings of St. Augustine and Thomas
Aquinas were familiar titles, perhaps leaning against a G. K. Chesterton, Joyce’s Ulysses,
F. Scott Fitzgerald, or even Ernest Hemingway, the proverbial prodigal son. Maybe
tossed on the coffee table was the latest edition of Commonweal or the Catholic Worker.
While many theological and fictional works were daunting, not to mention expensive,
these serials were accessible and affordable. Their target audience was not the elite
intellectuals at Notre Dame or the seminarians. It was the average Catholic who often
lived a double-life – a Catholic and an American. Newspapers and magazines often
brought clarity to thorny social, political, and ethical issues confronting lay Catholics,
38
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who constantly struggled to balance commitments to faith, country and family.39 For
southern Catholics, a distinct minority, these works provided a refuge, a sense of
sameness that was lacking in their everyday lives. To be a southern Catholic was to bear
a unique burden. For a southern, female Catholic with a voracious appetite for reading,
these works could open the door to other worlds.
**********
Born August 22, 1923, to a working-class “mixed” family, Anne Whalen Shafer
spent her childhood in rural Shelby County, Tennessee, past the end of the streetcar line.
Her mother’s Italian family, with roots in Vicksburg, Mississippi’s upper-class, was less
than enthusiastic and accepting of their daughter’s love match with an Irish laborer.40
The Catholic faith was the one tie that bound together the opposing factions of the family.
Shafer was especially drawn to the Church. She always felt “different,” as if she did not
fit in with her rambunctious siblings. She preferred to bury her head in a book about the
lives of the saints or contemplate God rather than climb trees or pull pranks. As Shafer
grew older, she realized the connection between her devout faith and her awareness of
suffering and injustice. “I was sensitive to everybody. I also had this deep faith that was
God preparing me all my life for what I had to do. When the time came, I just did it.”41
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Her father, a plasterer by trade, was not an especially devout or prosperous man,
but did find the money to send Shafer all the way to the “big city” of Memphis to attend
Sacred Heart Academy on Cleveland Street. Money was tight, even before the
Depression. “I don’t remember being poor. We always had food – we raised chickens
and had a garden. But I guess we were technically poor.” To get to school, Shafer
walked a quarter of a mile to the streetcar stop and then made several transfers along the
way. “From the third grade I rode street cars alone, to and from my school, nine miles
from home, and through many different neighborhoods. Students and working people
filled the cars during rush hours. . . . Blacks sat or stood in the back.”42 In her daily
travels, she could not help but notice the empty seats between her and the black
passengers in the back. The Jim Crow standards of Memphis limited black seating to the
row behind the last white passenger. “I consciously sat as close to the front as possible to
give them more room. Every day I saw white men with their heads in newspapers,
oblivious to the blacks standing in the back, with rows of empty seats up front.”43
Shafer realized early on that her experiences were not the norm for a white,
southern girl in the 1930s. “Whites who were kept in separate communities did not have
these experiences (including my siblings) and they were unaware of problems and
insensitive to racial injustice, its resulting poverty. . . I saw them not only in Memphis,
but in Vicksburg, Mississippi, where we frequently went to visit my grandmother.”44
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Shafer struggled to reconcile her experiences in the world around her to the ideal
her faith inspired her to believe was possible. It was the newer, more engaged theology
of priests like LaFarge that intrigued Shafer rather than the catechism and the homilies of
the priests during Mass. It is the influence of the personalist communitarian teachings of
Catholic radicals such as Dorothy Day and Peter Maurin, rather than the staid dogma of
Rome, that instilled in Shafer the passionate commitment to social justice issues that
marked her adult life.
Years of devotion and contemplation prompted Shafer to choose to take holy
orders after graduating from high school in 1941.45 When she informed the priest at her
school of her desire to become a bride of Christ, he scanned her up and down, taking her
measure and said, “What’s wrong with you? Don’t you like boys?” She was not deemed
to be convent, or college, material by the priest, who refused recommendations and
essentially blocked her from pursuing her vocation. After several weeks of tears, “a
magnificent peace came. I heard a voice. It said I will help reform the Church from
outside the walls. I had no idea what it meant – it went out of my mind.” Shafer’s faith
allowed her to move past her dream of becoming a nun and to focus on a more secular,
albeit devout, life.46
As the United States went to war with Germany and Japan, Shafer took a job with
IBM and the Quartermaster’s Corps at the Memphis General Depot, a major hub of the
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U.S. Army’s supply chain for food, clothing, tools, and engineering equipment.47 She
earned a good wage, averaging $1440 a year. She bought war bonds and saved her
salary, determined to have a nest egg for her future after the war. Her experience as
“Rosie the Riveter” sensitized her to the horrors of war – “I was deeply moved by
pictures of battle scenes and atrocities which were shown to us on a weekly basis from
restricted Signal Corps films.”48 It also emphasized to her the great injustices of the Jim
Crow South. Shafer observed that often the POWs held at the Depot were granted more
respect than the black soldiers returning from the fronts. “As the war was over, the black
soldiers were coming home – getting really stirred up and organized. I was sympathetic
to them from the beginning.”49
Although concerned about the plight of the black GIs and understanding their
desire for decent wages and equal opportunities, Shafer felt she had a more pressing
concern - her own life. Even if the priest at her high school did not consider her college
material, she did. Shafer took her savings and enrolled at University of Tennessee Junior
College, now known as University of Tennessee-Martin, in 1946. She thrived in the
college setting, although she admits academic pursuits were not her top priority. “My
mind was never on grades – I studied what I needed to study but I was looking deeper –
trying to figure out what it was all about.”50 To pay her living expenses, Shafer worked

Ibid.; “The History of the Depot,” http://www.memphisdepot.net/history.htm [accessed
17 December 2007].
47

48

Shafer, Memphis City Beautiful Commission, 68.

Anne Shafer, interview by author, Memphis, Tennessee, 27 November 2006, author’s
personal collection.
49

50

Ibid.

24

as a secretary to a professor in the Psychology Department during her first year. She was
she was active in her dorm’s social activities, organizing and attending parties and variety
shows. She also worked on the school newspaper and yearbook staffs, eventually
becoming editor of the latter. Despite her success in college, her urban, working class
roots followed her to Martin. “Some professors called me “Little Crump” because I was
so active and from Memphis. It was not intended as a compliment.”51 When she returned
to classes the following fall, she found her job assigned to someone else. When she
asked the professor why, he responded that a “friend” of Shafer’s family had told him she
was not returning. That friend was actually an in-law related to Shafer’s Mississippi
relatives who believed that Shafer was “not college material” because of her father’s
occupation and assumed Shafer had failed out.52 Shafer redoubled her efforts, though not
necessarily in the classroom, and was elected Miss UT Junior College her sophomore
year, 1948.
After completing two years of junior college, she met and married a young
engineer, Robert Shafer, in 1948. She continued to work outside the home for a while,
holding positions with IBM and Chicago and Southern Airlines until 1950.53 When her
husband was recalled into Army service in 1951, Shafer became the typical middle-class
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housewife, devoting herself to her husband and his work, as her faith expected.54
Attached to an Army Reserve group comprised of officers from around the South, their
first station was Ft. Leonard Wood, Missouri. Ann recalled what they encountered.
“President Truman integrated the services. Soldiers started wearing the rebel flag on
their cars – The south will rise again stuff. Black soldiers went on hunger strikes – the
general put them to work digging a trench. A black engineer and his wife sat way on the
other side of the officers’ dining room, alone.”55 After seven months in Missouri, the
Shafers were transferred to Camp Beal, California, about 50 miles north of Sacramento,
to renovate bases there. It was in California that Shafer experienced the transformative
moment in her life.
As a young wife of an engineer affiliated with the U.S. Army during the height of
the Korean War, Shafer enjoyed a life of seemingly endless parties and bridge games.
Although a social creature by nature, Shafer wanted more. She shared a Southern
background with many of the young military wives, but she never felt as if she was one
of them. “Most of the people had little children. We didn’t. All these beautiful Southern
mothers, thrilled to get free kindergarten and California schools. They looked at the color
of the children and panicked! Their little darlings were dropped off and picked up – no
mixing. That race issue followed me everywhere.”56 When her husband was sent to the
Presidio for several weeks, Shafer tagged along, staying at a small hotel close to the
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campus. The first Sunday there, she decided to venture out to Mass. Relying on an old
jalopy and a limited knowledge at best of the area, she found herself lost. After a
particularly harrowing roller-coaster ride along the treacherous, winding routes through
the hills above San Francisco, Shafer gratefully flung herself into the next to last pew of
a very small quiet, chapel just as mass began. As the priest moved through the
reassuringly familiar rites, Shafer’s eyes roamed the congregation, noting the immense
diversity of humanity represented in that remote chapel.
The church was filled with a brilliant light, the people were radiant,
beautiful – all around me – black, white, Asian, everything. Being from
Memphis, I had never seen such a sight! In this light and seeing these
people – tears fell down my face. I heard a loud voice. The voice said,
‘All people are my people. What you do to the least you do to me.’
Hearing it – like a bell – clear, ringing. Tears just poured. I was on my
knees. I don’t remember anything else, nothing else for like 6 months. I
did what I was supposed to do, but I was in another world.57
This mystical experience shook Shafer to her core. “[It] was powerful, and deep;
I did not know all the implications and I was unable to talk about it for months. It was
like being entrusted with a great secret that I must treasure for awhile. I was in a peaceful
and joyful world observing everything around me.”58
The possibility that God was speaking to Shafer, moving her to attempt social
change, was very real to her. “From my childhood I talked to God about everything and I
studied Catholic teaching, wanted to be a nun.”59 That he would speak back was central
to Shafer’s understanding of her relationship to both her God and her faith and their
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respective roles in her life. “My faith was the whole thing – [it] taught me all people
were equal.”60 She remembered her experience as a young woman, barred from pursuing
her childhood dream of entering the convent and the voice that told her she would change
the Church from outside the walls. Perhaps this was how – to follow her heart and
combat the injustice of racial discrimination.
After her return to Memphis in the mid-1950s, she confided in a local priest, who
believed her account of her experience and encouraged her to find an outlet for her faith
and passion. Shafer dedicated herself to community service, an axiom of the personalist
philosophy of the Catholic Worker movement.61 It was this activism that not only
brought Shafer a great sense of fulfillment, both psychologically and spiritually, but
ultimately caused a rift between her and her Church.
Shafer’s story is an interesting contrast to that of her close friend, Sister Adrian
Hofstetter. Born Harriett Hofstetter on April 6, 1919, to a socially prominent family in
the Nashville area, Hofstetter developed a deep sense of social responsibility early in life.
She recalled her father, a lawyer, working countless hours and coming home with
chickens, beans, or other produce in lieu of payment. “It drove my brothers crazy.
‘Daddy – why aren’t you charging money?’ Well, they didn’t have any was his reply.”
Her father’s example of compassion and conscience-driven action was complemented by
Hofstetter’s voracious intellect. Fed a steady diet of classics, supplemented with some
“unacceptable” works smuggled in through the bathroom window, Hofstetter developed
into a budding intellectual. Although money was also tight in the Hofstetter household,
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unlike Shafer, there was no question whether Hofstetter would attend college; she
graduated with a B.A. in mathematics from Siena College in Memphis in 1941. While at
Siena, Hofstetter met Dorothy Day. Drawn to legendary Catholic activist’s Catholic
Worker teachings, Hofstetter took the opportunity during college to become active in
local peace and justice issues, such as teaching catechism to gypsies and migrants in
Arkansas.62 She was particularly moved by Day’s example concerning race relations –
Day deliberately defied local ordinances by staying with black families on her trips south.
As Hofstetter finished college, she assumed she would join Dorothy Day’s movement in
New York. Accompanying her father on a trip to the World’s Fair in New York in 1939,
Hofstetter observed Day’s work up close in the slums of the city. “It was more than I
imagined. I decided that I had two choices. Get married and abandon social work, or
become a nun. So, I joined the sisters.”63
Hofstetter took holy orders with the St. Catherine of Siena Congregation, a
Dominican order, located in St. Catherine, Kentucky. Although her commitment to her
chosen vocation never wavered, life in the convent was not exactly as she envisioned.
She was older than the average novice and felt a bit confined by the lack of intellectually
stimulating reading material. Eventually, however, Hofstetter embraced her new life with
passion and tenacity. After several years on various missions, she returned to Memphis
to teach high school biology and mathematics, reconnecting with former mentors who
Sr. Adrian Marie Hofstetter, O.P., biographical questionnaire, author’s personal
collection. Siena College, now defunct, was a small, Catholic liberal arts college. It stood
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were now colleagues, and friends who became co-conspirators in the quest to bring social
justice to Memphis. Hofstetter worked closely with Helen Caldwell Day, who opened a
Catholic Worker House in Memphis, as well as withother progressive Catholics to
address the needs of the marginalized of society.64
The taking of religious orders opened doors to Sr. Adrian that would have been
otherwise closed, even to the daughter of a prominent, white professional Southern
family. She received permission to pursue graduate school, ultimately receiving both a
master’s (1954) and a Ph.D. (1956) in Biology from the University of Notre Dame at a
time when few women even attempted college, much less graduate work in the sciences.
But Hofstetter never abandoned social justice issues. “When I entered religious life, I
promised God that I would with God’s help respond to any cause that I thought was the
one that God asked of me.”65
Much like her college schoolmate Harriet Hofstetter, Alice Hanrahan lived her
faith with a commitment to the Church’s tenets of equality rarely seen in polite white
society of the Jim Crow South. The second child of Novetta Catherine Gardner and
Thomas Donnelly, Alice was born on October 29, 1917. The family lived in a small but
tidy house in the Pinch District of north Memphis, home to many Irish and German
working-class immigrants.66 The day before Alice’s second birthday, her mother lost a
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long battle with tuberculosis. The central maternal fixture in Alice’s life became her
maternal grandmother, Amanda Mayger Gardner, who moved in to nurse her ailing
daughter and care for the children. “Dada,” as she was affectionately known, struck a
deal with her widowed son-in-law – she would live with them and tend to the children, in
exchange for the help of a cook/housekeeper and a laundress when needed. Tragedy
struck the family again when the elder daughter, Novenna, died of spinal meningitis just
two years after the death of her mother. Now an only child, the only constants in Alice’s
life were her father and Dada.67
With both her mother and sister gone, and her father working most of the time,
Dada became Alice’s closest companion. Under Dada’s watchful eye, Alice quickly
grasped the basics of reading, sharing a daily ritual of reading the newspaper with her
grandmother. They also frequently visited the local library, checking out the maximum
number of books each. Nestled in her grandmother’s lap, Alice learned an axiom that she
carried her throughout her life, “A chapter must be finished.” There were also visits to
see traveling exhibits such as a whale and trips to local theaters for educational plays and
speeches, each excursion accompanied by in-depth discussion about the background and
importance of the topic.68

inhabitants. Pinch residents referred to the Protestant neighborhoods in old South Memphis as
“Sodom.” More information on the history of the Pinch can be found in an unrevised paper
submitted to the Federal Writer’s Project for the Tennessee State Guide, Memphis Shelby County
Room-Archives, Benjamin L. Hooks Public Library, Memphis, Tennessee; Perre Magness, Past
Times: Stories of Early Memphis (Memphis, Tennessee: Parkway Press, 1994) and “The Pinch:
Neighborhood Story and A Guide Map of Historical Places,” (Memphis, Tennessee: The Pinch
Association, 1991), both in Memphis Shelby County Room-Archives.
67

Hanrahan, 26, 12.

68

Ibid., 12-4.

31

Dada also oversaw Alice’s religious training. Although she was
Congregationalist, Dada heard her granddaughter’s catechism every night. When
questioned why she did this, Dada responded, “Mr. Donnelly is a Catholic and that is
how he is raising his daughter.”69 Alice was enrolled in the local parochial school, St.
Brigid’s, as soon as she was old enough to attend. She thrived in an academic setting,
enjoying her classes as well as her classmates. She remembers her father being active in
the life of the parish, especially in the Christian Sentinels, similar to the St. Vincent de
Paul Society.70 She would accompany her father to his meetings with the priest about
which local families needed help, and then make the rounds to the needy families with
him.71
Alice herself would have been considered needy by some. Not only was she an
orphan, but she was very sickly. Her early exposure to TB and failure to thrive was a
constant source of concern. She was prescribed a daily dose of hearty home-brewed ale
as well as yeast tablets. Finally, she was pulled from St. Brigid’s and sent to Lions Open
Air School, a sanitarium of sorts for children who had been exposed to TB but not yet
developed the disease. The rigorous regimen consisted of hearty meals, exposure to the
natural elements, and constant testing and measuring of progress. 72 Her removal from
St. Brigid’s terrified Alice, not because of the regimen or even transferring to a new
69
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school, but because she feared for her father’s immortal soul. “I was terrified for Daddy
because I recalled Father Whitfield thundering from the pulpit that Catholic parents had
an obligation to send their children to a Catholic school and failure to do so was a mortal
sin.”73
Despite her deep religious misgivings about the change, Alice did well at the
Lions Open Air School, and the little family enjoyed a time of contented prosperity.
When Alice was 10, they traveled to Dawson Springs, Kentucky, to enjoy the healing
waters and beautiful grounds. It was there that tragedy struck for the third time in Alice’s
young life. Dada, a woman financially poor, but “rich in love, wealthy beyond belief in
love and intelligence,” was felled by a stroke. She died six weeks later, having never
regained consciousness, with Alice by her side.74
With the death of his mother-in-law, the primary caregiver for his daughter,
Thomas Donnelly was pressured to either remarry or send Alice to an orphanage. He
refused, and instead turned to his recently widowed sister, who moved to Memphis from
the Nashville area with her daughter. City life did not suit the pair and they soon returned
to their farm. Alice was then shipped off to boarding school, Sacred Heart Academy in
Helena, Arkansas, where she stayed until her graduation from high school in 1937.75
After a year at Nazareth College, in Nazareth, Kentucky, where she was active in the
Catholic Students’ Mission Crusade and worked on the school newspaper, she returned to
Memphis to attend St. Agnes College, which soon changed its name to Siena College.
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Alice also worked sporadically, against her father’s wishes, earning enough to pay for
flight school. She even managed to make a solo flight. After graduating from Siena in
1941, she worked for the Clarksdale, Mississippi Daily Register and News, eventually
becoming city editor.76
Alice again returned to Memphis, using her flight training to find work as an air
traffic controller at the Memphis Airport. It was there in 1942 she met a young airman,
Daniel Hanrahan, of Bellville, New Jersey. They courted for 3 years, marrying in 1945.
The young couple moved to New Jersey so Daniel could finish college, and then law
school. It was the farthest Alice had ever been from home. Children came quickly for
the Hanrahans – by the time the family returned to Memphis around 1950, there were
four children, including a set of twins.77 The Memphis that greeted Alice Donnelly
Hanrahan and her young family was very much as she left it, but perhaps it was ready to
change.
Always a devout Catholic, Alice became active in her local parish as well as
subscribed to several Catholic publications. Among those on her mailing list was the
Catholic Worker. It was through Dorothy Day’s newspaper that Alice would meet, and
join, an emerging circle of like-minded lay and religious Catholics who “practiced the
works of mercy across boundaries of class, race, and creed” during the end times of Jim
Crow.78
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Chapter 2
The Colored Harvest
Bless those who suffer from persecution.
Theirs is the kingdom of God.
Bless us, O Lord, when they persecute us.
Bless us, O Lord, our God1
Bessemer, Alabama, 1963. In a tidy, suburban house, a radio quietly reports the
news – a Negro student was involved in a fight at school, a tall Negro robbed a filling
station, a young Negro wrecked a car, unrest in Birmingham over the Negro question. As
noon approaches, the young mother of the house, after a morning of housework and
playtime, fixes lunch for herself and her three year-old son. As they sit together, eating,
her son solemnly informs her that “A Negro is going get you, Mommy.” The mother
gags on her bite of food, then quickly swallows. She asks him to repeat what he said,
which he does, verbatim. Not quite sure how to proceed, the mother challenges her son.
“I bet you don’t even know what you’re talking about.” His reply cut her to the bone –
“Oh yes I do. He’s in the radio and he’s going to burn the house and shoot you!”
Stunned, the mother grappled for words. “Is Daddy a Negro?” No, said the child. “Am I
a Negro?” Again, no. “Are you?” “No! NO! I’m a nice boy!”
After Modeane Thompson tucked her child into bed for his nap, her mind raced.
How could she right this wrong? How could she, why should she, explain to her child
that not only was he a Negro, but that there was nothing wrong with being a Negro, no
matter what the radio or television said. Thompson and her husband’s attempts to shield
their children from the injustice of segregation and racial violence was a delicate

Jean Anthony Greif and Tom Tomaszek, “We Are the Light of the World,” (Vernacular
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balancing act. The children needed to know the truth, but not at the expense of their selfworth. As conditions in Alabama deteriorated, that task became more difficult. Later
that year, their eldest child, a fifth grader, watched as Bull Conner’s dogs were unleashed
on civil rights marchers in Birmingham. After the news report ended, she stopped her
mother as she got up to leave the room. “Why, Mommy? Why are all those people that
the dogs are chasing Negroes? What are they doing wrong?” That was a question
Thompson struggled to answer.2
Thompson, a native of Memphis and a graduate of its historic black educational
institution, LeMoyne College, grew up in Jim Crow. Born on March 28, 1929, to Paul
and Gladys Nichols, her family lived just north of Jackson Avenue in the Klondike
neighborhood between Jackson and Vollintine Avenue. She lived primarily with her
maternal grandparents, who early on set an example for their only grandchild. They
carefully safeguarded the substantial property acquired by previous generations and
emphasized not only the importance of education and hard work, but also dignity and
pride. Her grandfather, Jim Smith, repaired and maintained elevators for Goldsmith’s
Department Store downtown. Every morning, he donned a suit and tie, traveling to work
in his own car and changing into mechanics coveralls at the store. Despite the dirt,
grime, and degradation of his job, Thompson remembered a strong, proud professional
who never failed to bring home a Press Scimitar newspaper and a bag of fresh fruit every
evening. “Mama [her maternal grandmother] never saw him in his uniform – he was
always Mr. Smith. He should have been head of the department – but his race kept him
from that.” An only child and grandchild in an established, middle class black family,
Modeane Thompson, “What Can We Tell Our Children?” Redbook 123, no. 1 (May
1964): 6, 22.
2
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Thompson admitted her childhood was not the norm: “I was a little spoiled. I grew up
with access to a charge plate!”3 Thompson attended segregated Klondike School and
then Manassas High School. Although raised as a Baptist and active in her church,
Thompson socialized with many of Memphis’s African American Catholics who attended
its segregated parishes, St. Augustine’s and St. Anthony’s. At a party during college,
Thompson was introduced by some of her Catholic friends to a fellow Memphian home
from Xavier College, a historically black Catholic school in New Orleans.4 “I knew lots
of people at St. Anthony and St. Augustine, but somehow never met Harry,” she joked.5
Married the summer they both graduated from college, 1953, Thompson converted to her
new husband’s faith and embraced it, not only for her husband, but because Catholic
theology answered spiritual questions her Protestant upbringing left unanswered. Even as
the close knit community of her parish, St. Anthony’s, was forced from their spiritual
home by the building of St. Jude’s Children’s Hospital, and the civil rights movement
swirled around her, Thompson assumed the traditional role of Catholic women,
dedicating herself to her faith and family. Her one foray into political and social protest
was boycotting Memphis’s major news daily, the Commercial Appeal, for its refusal to
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use social titles when referring to African Americans.6 When Harry was transferred to
Birmingham, Alabama, she dutifully followed, but chose to enroll their children in the
black, parochial school Holy Family School rather than the segregated public schools.7
As the violence of the civil rights movement escalated around her, Thompson felt
increasingly helpless in the face of the vicious racism represented by Birmingham’s
commissioner of public safety, Eugene “Bull” Conner. She also began to fear for the
lives of her husband and children after the horrific bombing at the 16th Street Baptist
Church, which was only a block from her husband’s office. She wanted to be involved,
but was “scared to death.” Gifted with an ability to reach people, Thompson wrote an
article for Redbook magazine, “Young Mother’s Story,” expressing publicly, albeit
anonymously, for the first time what she, as a middle class, well-educated African
American woman, thought about the situation in Birmingham and greater civil rights
questions.8 She gave voice to the fear, angst, and ambivalence of many African
Americans as events seemed to direct them, rather than the reverse. When Harry was
offered a transfer back to Memphis, Thompson was relieved. Perhaps it would be easier
to find the normalcy she craved in their hometown.
**********
Memphis maintained a veneer of tidy middle-class neighborhoods, modern
conveniences, burgeoning economic opportunities, and harmonious race relations. This
façade was sustained through the diligent efforts of the infamous Crump political
6
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machine. Edward H. Crump, the most powerful political boss in Tennessee, ruled
Memphis with an iron fist. Described as a “far-reaching, all-seeing Cerberus,” and
underpinned through a mixture of patronage, intimidation, and violence, the Crump
machine’s stranglehold on Memphis politics from the 1910s until his death in 1954
created a duality that was surreal even for the Jim Crow South.9 Despite the paternalistic
racial and economic system that developed in the aftermath of Reconstruction and the
promise of the New South, Memphis became a Mecca for rural blacks and poor whites
fleeing the onerous cotton fields of the Delta, simultaneously a step ahead and behind of
the rest of America.
To some observers, Memphis under Crump was “a place that stood outside of
progress and freedom.”10 Crump’s combination of benevolence, intimidation,
paternalism, and brutality fashioned a city that offered clean streets, free public schools,
expanded city services including a modern fire department, and efficient public utilities.
The attendant cronyism and corruption, however, created an atmosphere of “fear and
conformity, pervasive mistrust and avoidance of independent action” for citizens of both
races.11 Crump’s dominance extended to every facet of life in Memphis, even the
selection of movies at local theatres. The potency of movies was not lost on the city’s
white power structure. The head of the local censorship board, Lloyd T. Binford, was a
Crump man. Under Binford, not only were movies altered to protect the delicate
sensibilities and morals of Memphis audiences, but also to preserve the city’s harmonious
9
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race relations. Any movie that portrayed African Americans in a capacity other than
traditional ones such as waiter, maid, or laborer was either cut or banned outright,
ostensibly to preempt potential racial violence.12
Binford not only strictly regulated the images, literal and metaphorical, but also
who saw the images that survived his scissors. There were not only segregated theaters
and seating, but also segregated screenings. Binford often refused specific theatres
permission to screen an objectionable film while allowing it to be shown in other
theatres. If that theatre was white, or black, only, Jim Crow effectively denied the other
group an opportunity to view the film.13 Though many, black and white, resented the city
government’s moralistic policing and often crossed the river into Arkansas to watch
uncut and banned films, Crump and his supporters insisted Memphis thrived under his
leadership and the majority of its citizens appreciated his efforts on their behalf.
Crump especially touted his support within the African American community.
Although certainly not on par with those of whites, the segregated social services, public
housing, schools, and recreational facilities available to Memphis’s black population
surpassed those afforded their counterparts in most other Southern cities. An additional
benefit of living in Crump’s Memphis was the ability to vote. Crump’s lackeys paid, or
had paid, the poll taxes of African American voters in exchange for their unwavering
support and cooperation. Ever the urban plantation master, Crump made sure African
Americans knew who allowed them to vote, and who could take away that privilege in
the blink of an eye – or with the swat of a billy club. When Robert Church, Jr. – son of
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the South’s first African American millionaire, founder of the city’s first chapter of the
NAACP, and a prominent Republican Party activist – urged African Americans to either
stay home or vote against Crump’s candidate in the 1938 gubernatorial election as a
protest against police brutality, the reaction from the machine was immediate and
decisive. A long-standing exemption from property taxes was revoked, his property
confiscated for non-payment of back taxes and auctioned off, and his former mansion
torched in a Memphis Fire Department training exercise, effectively ruining him.
Church’s spectacular fall served as an example to Memphians of both races: Memphis,
and its people, belonged to Crump.14
Crump’s methods of intimidation and coercion continued unabated, but not
unchallenged. Spies and snitches closely monitored union and civil rights activity,
making life difficult for activists. Progress on social and economic justice issues seemed
virtually impossible.15 Thousands of Memphians, however, continued their efforts, albeit
in a much circumscribed arena. When local African American civil rights and union
activists invited renowned, and controversial, labor leader A. Phillip Randolph to deliver
an address to the Southern Tenant Farmers’ Union in Memphis in 1943, Crump’s sheriff
summoned approximately twenty prominent African American political, religious, and
labor leaders to a meeting at the county jail. The men were informed that Randolph was
not wanted in Memphis and that the speech should be canceled. If it were not, the sheriff
14
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had a list of who to arrest should a race riot ensue. The threat of violence and police
brutality was not lost on the men, many of whom agreed to cancel the event. Others
denounced the machine’s strong-arm tactics, and Randolph’s speech went ahead.16
Randolph returned to speak again the next year, defiant, and seized the opportunity to
criticize not only Crump, but also local black leaders for their complicity in a system that
consistently denied people basic civil rights, such as freedom of speech. Randolph
asserted an emerging view that publicly funded segregated schools and playgrounds
should not be bought by the sacrifice of rights. He further challenged Crump’s
paternalistic approach to governance, saying “Negros do not want to be well-kept slaves.
Like white people, they, too, want to be free.”17
A key to political and social freedom and equality was economic opportunity.
Crump’s Memphis offered few desirable prospects to African Americans. Its Jim Crow
industrial and menial labor system went further than most with a codified “A, B, C”
tiered wage scale unique to the city. In both municipal and private sector jobs, white
males received preference, then white females, with African Americans last.18 Jobs
available to African Americans were almost exclusively entry level, menial in nature, and
rarely unionized, virtually guaranteeing poverty-level wages with limited advancement
Green, 74-5. In that speech, Randolph placed Memphis’ struggle for true democracy in
the context of the larger international struggle against fascism, comparing Crump to fascists such
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opportunities. When a black worker and a white worker shared the same job
responsibilities, invariably race created a disparity in respective wages and often job
titles. As federal defense contracts precipitated expansion in Memphis industries, the
benefits were reserved for white workers. Even after President Franklin Roosevelt
prohibited racial discrimination in federal defense contract hiring, Memphis businesses
and governmental agencies attempted to maintain Jim Crow hiring practices and wage
scales.19
One of the few areas where African Americans possessed a degree of autonomy
in Crump-era Memphis was religion. Most black Memphians worshipped in exclusively
African American congregations. Where segregation was a source of humiliation and
shame in the public sphere, it became a catalyst for community pride and personal growth
in the private sphere. The message and mission of the African American churches was to
uplift the spirits of their congregants while providing material support for those who
suffered from the economic and social injustices of segregation. Churches served not
only as places of worship, but also as community centers, schools, political headquarters,
and union halls. Protected from many aspects of Jim Crow by their clerical collars, the
ministers often became opinion shapers and spokesmen within the larger African
American community.20 A charismatic minister could inspire – or dissuade – a mass of
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African American church-goers with a well-placed line in a sermon or an appearance at
an event.21
Even more important was the historic influence of religious faith in African
American culture. As the momentum for full political, economic and social equality
grew in the late 1940s and early 1950s, African Americans began to link those secular
gains to a greater idea of freedom, and to understand those issues in religious terms.22
The rhetorical device of the jeremiad became a popular method of articulating the
frustrated aspirations and bitter disappointments of the African American population.
Tracing its lineage to Old Testament figures such as David and Isaiah and rooted in a
history of slavery and oppression, the “prophetic tradition” illustrated by the jeremiad
runs deep in the African American religious psyche. It encapsulates a worldview both of,
and outside, this world. Described as “discourse grounded in the sacred, rooted in a
community experience that offers a critique of existing communities and traditions by
charging and challenging members of society to live up to the ideals they espoused while
offering celebration, encouragement, and hope for a brighter future,” the rhetoric of the
prophetic tradition is designed to instigate confrontation with a society which has become
corrupt, to “insult it with skepticism about its pretentions to justice and truth.”23
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This approach to the injustice of Jim Crow is most closely associated with the
mainline Protestant African American churches. When most people think of African
American religious denominations, depending on location, responses range from Baptist
in the Deep South, African Methodist Episcopal, and perhaps to Church of God in Christ
(COGIC), especially in its hometown of Memphis. But that perception is not the entire
reality. The historic variability of the African American religious experience has, until
recently, been overlooked due to “the tendency of whites and white institutions to project
an image of the African American that blurs sharp differences,” but also because African
Americans themselves, particularly intellectual leaders who often had roots in the
mainline Protestant denominations, felt compelled to stress unity and commonality rather
than diversity. The result was a stereotype – a compression of scholarly understanding in
several “major types” and a few peripheral variants. This concept has led to a
misunderstanding and misrepresentation of the African American religious experience as
monolithic and uniform.24
Although there is some truth to the assertion that African American Catholics are
a minority group within a minority religion, that supposition obscures the historical
connection between Catholicism and African Americans. At the end of the 18th century,
more than 20% of Roman Catholics were African Americans. The inundation of
immigrants in the 19th and early 20th substantially diluted the statistics, but at the dawn of
the 21st century, there were between 2.5 and 3 million African American Catholics, 3% of
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all American Catholics and 9% of the total African American population.25 A
comparison of the United States’s 2.5-3 million black Catholics to Ireland’s 3.5 million
Catholics leads one to wonder if the “minority” label is due to African Americans’
“statistical insignificance” within the Church, as asserted by many mainstream Roman
Catholic thinkers and clergy, or if that assertion is more a reflection of institutionalized
provincial attitudes concerning African American Catholics.26 There are more African
American Catholics than there are members of the Seventh Day Adventists, Disciples of
Christ, Jehovah’s Witnesses, African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, and African
Methodist Episcopal Church.27 If African Americans make up such a substantial number
of congregants, why are they marginalized within the Church?
The ambiguous position of African Americans in the Catholic Church is rooted in
the history of the Church itself. The initial large-scale importation of Africans into the
Spanish colonies of the New World was, ironically, in response to a papal encyclical
forbidding the enslavement of the indigenous population of the Americas. The ability
and willingness of native peoples to convert to Catholicism, as well as theological
objections, prompted Pope Paul III to forbid the enslavement of indigenous peoples in
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1537.28 The encyclical, Sublimus Dei, subtly differentiated between the enslavement of
the indigenous people of the Americas and Africans. The Church perceived Indians as
formerly free peoples reduced to bondage, a violation of natural law; Africans, however,
even if Christian, were seen as already enslaved in their homelands and their importation
to American colonies was merely an exchange of owners.29 Although the Church did not
necessarily intend for the European colonies to resort to the wide-scale enslavement of
Africans to meet economic and labor needs, that was the end result. As the use of
African slaves escalated in the Catholic colonies, the Church, rather than attacking the
institution directly, instead pressed for humane treatment, charitable manumissions,
religious instruction, and the maintenance of familial integrity.30
Church pressure for owners to provide religious instruction resulted in the
conversions of the majority of the African slave population. Although Catholics of
African descent, both slave and free, are listed in the earliest ecclesiastical records of the
oldest city in America, St. Augustine, Florida, and composed over half of the original
settlers of Los Angeles, California, in 1738, they are little mentioned in larger historical
works.31 As the overwhelmingly Catholic French and Spanish colonies such as
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Louisiana, Florida, and California transitioned to American possessions, the descendents
of slaves and les gens de couleur libres retained their Catholic faith much as their white
owners and counterparts did. Yet the influx of Americans and other immigrants into the
Deep South, especially, transformed the native Catholic population into a distinct
minority. It was under American rule that many Catholic religious orders – the Ursuline
sisters, the Jesuits, even the first American Catholic bishop, John Carroll of Baltimore –
acquired extensive slave holdings. Some argue that the American Catholic Church,
centered in the American South during the antebellum period, in many respects “owes its
material existence to black labor and black toil.”32 As European nations abolished the
slave trade and then institutional slavery, the debate over slavery in America escalated in
the mid-1800s. In 1839, Pope Gregory XVI condemned slavery in the papal encyclical In
Supremo Apostolatus.
We warn and adjure earnestly in the Lord faithful Christians of every condition
that no one in the future dare to vex anyone, despoil him of his possessions,
reduce to servitude, or lend aid and favour to those who give themselves up to
these practices, or exercise that inhuman traffic by which the Blacks, as if they
were not men but rather animals, having been brought into servitude, in no matter
what way, are, without any distinction, in contempt of the rights of justice and
humanity, bought, sold, and devoted sometimes to the hardest labour. Further, in
the hope of gain, propositions of purchase being made to the first owners of the
Blacks, dissensions and almost perpetual conflicts are aroused in these regions.
We reprove, then, by virtue of Our Apostolic Authority, all the practices
abovementioned as absolutely unworthy of the Christian name. By the same
Authority We prohibit and strictly forbid any Ecclesiastic or lay person from
presuming to defend as permissible this traffic in Blacks under no matter what
pretext or excuse, or from publishing or teaching in any manner whatsoever, in
public or privately, opinions contrary to what We have set forth in this Apostolic
Letter. 33
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Unfortunately, the ideal of the Catholic position was distinct from its practical
application.34 Despite the papal injunction to turn away from slavery, American
Catholics distanced themselves from the abolitionist movement. Many were slave
owners themselves and economically dependent on slave labor while others, especially in
the South, were hesitant to take such a radical position within a society already
predisposed to distrust the Catholic faith. Immigrant Catholics, especially in Northern
cities, saw themselves as rivals with free blacks for menial jobs and therefore opposed the
influx of competitors that abolition would create.35 Despite the “small revolution . . .
effected in the Curia’s thinking on the subject of human rights,” many American priests
and bishops openly defended and supported the institution of slavery. What to do about
the institution of American slavery and thousands of black Catholics remained vexing
questions for the Church.36
Despite its increasing theological opposition and institutional disdain for slavery
in the mid-1800s, the Church did little to directly combat the evils of slavery in America.
It instead maintained a policy of silence.37 Much of this ambivalence stemmed from a
fear of contamination by socialism, as witnessed in contemporary Europe. The Church’s
rejection of European radicalism did little to assuage the suspicions of American nativists
who frequently attacked popery and its representatives in the 1850s, often alongside the
fervently anti-socialistic Catholic immigrants they so disdained. Despite its attempts to
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portray itself as a conservative, law-abiding, unified presence with no intentions of
intervening in American political issues, the American Church was attacked in the North
by abolitionists and nativists who pointed to its Irish congregants as pro-slavery. In the
South, it was viewed as a proponent of abolition, because of its official position and links
to immigrants.38 In the face of such opposition, accommodation to prevailing social and
economic conditions, coupled with distinctly American interpretations of church
teaching, accounted for a singular American Catholic toleration of slavery.39
The overall weakness of the Church as an institution in 19th century America not
only prevented a more robust opposition to slavery, but also any true efforts at missionary
work among free and enslaved blacks. Even after emancipation, contact between white
Catholics and blacks outside of the enclaves of Louisiana and Maryland was limited.40
Those whites who did interact with African Americans viewed them as passive and
childlike, in need of supervision and guidance, neither partners nor equals. Additionally,
the Catholic hierarchy and lay Catholics regarded African Americans as intellectual and
moral inferiors, innately unable to master the academics of the seminary or maintain the
celibacy required of vows, and therefore incapable of holding positions of authority
within the Church, such as priest or religious sister. Although uncharacteristic of the
Church’s missionary efforts in general, the avoidance of the issue of indigenous black
clergy protected the Church’s tenuous status in the South.41
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The resultant acute shortage of black priests forced African American Catholics to
rely on white priests. However well-intentioned white orders were – such as the
Josephites, who dedicated themselves to the black community – they were exceptions.
During Reconstruction and beyond, the Church became associated with the prevailing
racial and social structure of the region, generally maintaining segregated churches and
facilities, as well as a virtually all-white clerical and religious staff. The Catholic
Church’s actions belied its claim to universality, seriously stunting the Church’s appeal to
African Americans who viewed it as a “white” religion.42 To non-Catholic, and some
Catholic, African Americans, the Church’s position on black priests smacked of
paternalism. In hindsight, it robbed black Catholics of symbols of their own dignity and
self-worth and reinforced feelings of inferiority within society, as well as within their
own faith. The absence of black priests, a phenomenon almost unparalleled in the
Church when addressing the needs of the greater community, left African American
Catholics without the powerful and influential voices .and leadership of ministers as seen
in Protestant denominations. 43 Black Catholics instead relied on the leadership of the
laity. Leading lay African American Catholics formed congresses, with social justice as
the centerpiece of their ecclesiology, to pressure the hierarchy for a greater presence
within the Church – not only in the clergy, but in parochial schools, religious orders, and
fraternal groups.44 Despite the efforts of African American lay leaders and segregation’s

Oblate Sisters of Providence 1828-1860 (University of North Carolina Press, 2002), passim.
42

Ochs, 20.

43

Ibid., 20; Davis, “God of Our Weary Years,” 34-5.

44

Ibid., 37. In response to their exclusion from groups such as the Knights of Columbus,
African Americans Catholic men formed the Knights of Peter Claver society, Mobile, Alabama,

51

aberration from Catholic theology, Jim Crow became the norm for American Catholics.
The Church segregated schools, parishes, and pews in the late 19th and early 20th
centuries. While many black Catholics saw separate as unequal, others viewed it as a
source of racial pride and an opportunity to develop something uniquely “theirs.” They
became fiercely protective of black parishes such as St. Augustine’s in Memphis.45
**********
The stigma of racial segregation within the Church did not prevent some African
Americans from embracing the faith. Its reputation for fairness and compassion, fostered
by tangible examples of social justice efforts such as schools and hospitals, prompted
many African Americans to see it as the least prejudices of white denominations. Its
theology – emphasizing social justice and universality – attracted many souls searching
for meaning and purpose in a rapidly changing world. Helen Caldwell Day Riley was
such a soul. Born in 1926 in Marshall, Texas, to an African American professor, George
Caldwell, and his wife, Velma, her early life was filled with the frequent moves typical
for many college professors. 46 With the unstable nature of their lives, church was almost
an afterthought to the family. If the college employing her father was funded by the
Methodists, they attended a Methodist church; if it was Congregationalist, they attended
Congregationalist services. Riley recognized no difference between the various
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denominations, knowing she would believe as she wished, regardless of the church her
parents chose.47
Eventually her father took at position at Rust College in Holly Springs,
Mississippi. Riley, who at ten had yet to consciously know racism, was unprepared for
the reality of Jim Crow Mississippi. “I knew I was colored . . . like knowing you have
blond hair or black eyes – a fact, not a reality.” A shocking encounter with the mother of
a white girl from down the road changed her self-perception. Seeing a young white girl
near her own age playing alone outside, Riley spontaneously asked the girl to join her
games. They enjoyed each other’s company for a while until the white girl’s mother
discovered them. A torrent of profanity and insults poured from the woman’s mouth as
she forcibly dragged her daughter away from Riley. Reeling from the woman’s hatefilled words, Riley asked her mother in tears, “Am I a nigger? . . . Does God love colored
people? God is white.” Her mother’s gentle explanation taught Riley a pivotal lesson in
theology. “God is not white, nor any color. God is no color and every color and He loves
everybody.”48 Faith in that colorless and colorblind God was something that Riley
struggled to maintain throughout her youth. Despite her exposure to various
denominations, religion was a ritual, a habit, rather than a belief system. Daily Bible
verses and nightly prayers were not as integral a part of her development as intellectual
pursuits. Her parents, especially her father, determined that their children’s lives should
be ruled by reason, not faith.
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The life of an itinerant professor, especially an African American one, did not
allow for financial security. Permanent, more lucrative positions were available, but
Riley’s father believed he owed it to other blacks in the South to stay, to help lift the
entire race up by example. Respect and admiration, however, does not feed children; the
family often relied on charity for food, clothes, and shelter. One particularly sobering
experience for Riley occurred when her father was between teaching contracts. The
family was living in Memphis. Her mother operated a café while her father worked as
day laborer on a farm across the Mississippi River in Arkansas. The family rented a
small house in the slums adjacent to Beale Street, a rough area filled with prostitutes,
bootleg liquor, and heart-wrenching poverty. The exposure to the hopelessness and
depravity of those with no other options profoundly affected the young Riley. Memories
of these people haunted her dreams. They stayed on the fringes of her consciousness,
disquieting her soul. They caused her to question not only religion, but the very
existence of God.49
By the time Riley was considering college, she was a professed agnostic. Her
maverick spirit led her from the Deep South to New York City, where she studied to
become a nurse at Harlem Hospital. As a student nurse, she was exposed to Catholicism.
A “baby nurse,” Riley was trained to administer the baptismal rite to dead and dying
infants of Catholic parents, an experience that prompted her to begin to explore the
possibility of her own faith. With the help and encouragement of the hospital chaplain,
Father Meenan, she converted to Catholicism.
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As she struggled to adapt her old life to the constraints of her new faith, Father
Meenan suggested that she visit some friends of his who lived along the city’s infamous
Bowery. Riley found her way to the Catholic Worker House run by Dorothy Day. “I
was struck by the utter poverty in which these people worked and lived, for it was one of
the principles of the movement that the Christian must not only alleviate, but also share
the poverty of the poor.”50 The totality of the immersion of the Workers in the material
and spiritual poverty of their clients overwhelmed Riley. “At first, I was not sure I even
liked the Catholic Worker . . . the people, the place, the ideal were so very different from
anything I had ever known.”51 After repeated visits, however, Riley’s opinion changed.
“I understood that these people had felt the emptiness and hunger that were a part of my
life now, and learned the secret of filling it. I went to them to learn the secret. In all their
poverty they were richer than I – and I knew I wanted to be poor – as they were poor.”52
For the next year, Riley spent many hours working at the Catholic Worker house,
shuttling between the Bowery and the teaching hospital in Brooklyn where she had begun
classes to complete her nursing certificate. Then, a series of personal calamities tested
her young faith. Her new husband was convicted of desertion from the Navy, her son
contracted polio, and she was diagnosed with tuberculosis and confined to a sanitarium
for nineteen months. Her faith sustained her, and eventually, she returned to the
Memphis area. The conditions she encountered in 1950s Memphis – both in society and
in the Catholic Church – would again test her faith.
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The brash impetuousness of a convert such as Helen Caldwell Day Riley can
often overshadow the placid, tempered dignity of a lifetime of faith. Frances Allegra
Will Turner, a cradle Catholic born in New Roads, Louisiana, exemplified the quiet,
unassuming nature of many people of faith who used personal actions rather than
activism to effect change. Drawing inspiration from the history of her home and strength
from the theology of her faith, Will was living testimony to the transformative power of
church and community.
Will’s home of New Roads, Louisiana, was an example of an African American
Catholic enclave which forged its own unique identity as it straddled several different
cultures. With roots in the earliest days of French and Spanish exploration, the New
Roads area quickly developed into a crucial transportation and commercial link between
sugarcane and cotton plantations and the Mississippi River. Typical for French and
Spanish colonies, there was significant interaction between whites, Native Americans,
and slaves of African descent, resulting in a much more fluid racial hierarchy than seen in
former English colonies. Many of the progeny of these relationships were either
recognized as born free, or were subsequently freed by their white relatives and came to
called creoles de couleur, colored creoles, or les gens de couleur libres, free people of
color. A significant number of the colored creoles became landowners, and some became
slave owners, often through generous bequeaths from their “white” families. As the area
transitioned into an American territory, the status of the creoles de couleur became more
difficult. One of the last vestiges of their former relative equality was in the Catholic
Church.53 Many African American Catholics and colored creoles in the area donated
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land and funds to build and maintain chapels and cemeteries, securing social status and
cementing links to the white elite. Although eventually segregation did develop within
the Church structure itself, black Catholics were never denied access to their faith.54
Another remnant of Creole and Catholic influence in the area was an emphasis on
education. The Catholic Church sporadically operated schools open to all Catholic
children while many of the young men of mixed ancestry were sent to France to study or
were privately tutored at home, the norm in the white Creole families. At one point, the
literacy rate among African Americans and creoles de couleur exceeded that of
neighboring whites. Although New Roads had always been a small, agricultural
community, it boasted the first public schools in Louisiana shortly after its founding.
They were open to all children, regardless of race, for a time. Prominent local
landowners later endowed schools designed to serve the needs of African Americans and
girls, and the Catholic Church also attempted to establish an educational presence within
both communities.55
Allegra Will inherited this rich cultural history. Born the second of eleven
children to Leo and Emma Amar Will, her family was poor, often having only bread
dipped in milk to eat. Yet, they valued education and faith, seeing them as the roads to
salvation.56 “Our parents and grandparents had encouraged us so strongly to get an
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education, believing that it would cure all of the evils, and we’d live happily ever after.”57
After completing the eighth grade in a one-room, wooden lodge hall that lacked even the
simplest of modern equipment, Will attended high school in Baton Rouge, approximately
thirty-five miles to the south.58 The move was necessary; despite its deep ties to landowning and prominent families of color, in 1935 New Roads did not have a high school
for Negro students, even a parochial one.59 While attending high school, Will boarded at
Blundon Home, a facility that provided care for orphaned African American children and
housing for African American youth attending the handful of public and private
secondary schools in Baton Rouge.60 After graduating as valedictorian of McKinley
High School in 1939, Will attended Southern University in Baton Rouge, the Jim Crow
alternative to Louisiana State University.61 After graduating with a bachelor’s in
education, Will accepted a teaching position in Ruston, Louisiana, a small, college town
in rural Lincoln Parish in the northern part of the state.62 The sting of Jim Crow was
everywhere. To earn extra money, Will typed letters for the principal of her school.
Many of these letters were to the state board of education in Baton Rouge lobbying for
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equal pay for black teachers. Although she agreed with his sentiments, Will “had no faith
that the equalization would ever happen.” Will believed racism was too entrenched, that
there would be no change, no equality, regardless of education, unless something drastic
occurred.63
After teaching one year, Will was hired as a stenographer for the U.S. Army
Corps of Engineers and moved to Washington, D.C., where she worked for two and a
half years. Eventually she applied for and was accepted into the prestigious graduate
school at the University of Chicago where she studied human development. Although
she made good money as a federal employee and had saved for school, one semester she
was unable to scrape together enough money to register for classes. Her maternal
grandmother, Marie Francaise Batiste, heard of Will’s dilemma and the possibility she
would leave school. Batiste knew that the state of Louisiana, in an effort to avoid
desegregating its universities, paid for black Louisiana residents to attend graduate school
out-of-state, a common practice throughout the Jim Crow South. Batiste encouraged Will
to apply for the fellowship. Her application was approved and Will registered for classes.
In Chicago, Will lived off-campus in YWCA housing. Her first residence catered
exclusively to unmarried black women, but it was miles from the university campus.
Within a few weeks, she secured a place at another facility within walking distance of the
university. This YWCA had recently been integrated. The experience of living in close
quarters with young women from all races, including Asian and white, was startling and
inspiring for Will. The ease of movement and interaction between blacks and whites on
campus and in housing was in stark contrast to the rigid segregation of the South.
Although the YWCA accommodations were convenient and affordable, Will aspired to
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the “International House” on campus. Housing students of all races and both sexes, the
International House was “a beautiful structure, imposing in its sheer massiveness.”64 One
of her first friends in Chicago lived there and Will frequently went to the dorm to study
and visit. But even with financial aid from the state of Louisiana, money was a constant
concern and she was unable to afford the board. To supplement her stipend, Will took a
job at the Chicago Urban League, where she earned the desperately needed funds and
conducted research for her master’s thesis.65 Will graduated with a Master’s in human
development in 1947.
A condition of her financial aid from Louisiana was returning to work in the state
for two years after completing school. Will returned to Baton Rouge, where she taught
Biology at her alma mater, Southern University. As her commitment to the state drew to
a close, Will married a young army veteran she met in the lobby of the International
House at the University of Chicago, Jesse Turner. The son of a Baptist minister, Turner
was unlike any other man Will had met – intense, brilliant, mischievous, and passionately
committed to justice and equality. Although they seldom discussed religion directly, he
respected her deep commitment to Catholicism, secretly taking the convert’s course “to
learn what she believed in so strongly.”66 Although a Baptist his entire life, he also
agreed to be married in her home parish, St. Augustine, in New Roads. The difference in
religion may not have bothered the Turners, but it bothered others, including total
strangers.
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Jesse and I had been married about six years when I was approached by a
woman I had never met, just outside the neighborhood drug store. “I hear
you’re Catholic?” she questioned me.
“Yes, I am,” I replied.
“Well, isn’t he Baptist?” she asked.
“Yes, of course,” I said.
“That’s not gonna work!” she exclaimed.
I braced up and looked her straight in the eye and said firmly, “You’re
meddling!” . . . I may not well have fit her idea of a proper wife for Jesse
Turner, but . . . I am sure that Jesse considered me a good fit, as I
considered him the same. Our marriage was a joy. He and I learned how
to live with and learn from our differences.67
Their differences extended beyond religious affiliations. In 1949, Jesse Turner
accepted a CPA position at Tri-State bank in Memphis.68 His position placed the Turners
firmly in the middle class and he expected his wife to stay at home with the children.
Allegra’s Catholicism, as well as the prevailing middle class social norms, conditioned
her to assert that her primary responsibility was to be a dutiful wife and mother. Her
instinct, however, was to use her hard-earned education. She also suffered a loss of
identity – she was not “Allegra Turner;” she was “Mrs. Jesse Turner,” wife and mother.
Against her husband’s wishes, she determined that working outside the home was
what was best for her.69 She taught biology at Lemoyne College, a private, Protestant
institution founded shortly after the Civil War, then math in the segregated Memphis City
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Schools system. Her determination eventually swayed her husband, who became
extremely supportive of her career. She did take time off as more children were born, but
always returned to teaching. She also completed sixty hours of graduate work, but opted
not to apply those hours to a PhD. Typical of many middle-class women, she was
extremely active in social, community, and church organizations. Turner served as
president of the local chapter of Jack and Jill, worked with her church’s Mother’s Group,
the Third Order of Saint Francis, founded the Memphis chapter of the Southern
University Alumni Club, and served as youth advisor to the Memphis chapter of the
NAACP for over 20 years. She was active politically, hosting candidate meet-and-greets
as well as distributing campaign literature in her ward.70 She supported her husband in
his role as president of the Memphis chapter of the NAACP as well. Although she often
minimized her contributions and accomplishments, saying she “was not a part of those
vital committees on which Jesse served,” Allegra Turner actions transformed her into a
“quiet engine of desegregation.”71
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Chapter 3
The Outer Circle
Blessed are they who are meek and humble.
They will inherit the earth.
Bless us, O Lord, make us meek and humble.
Bless us, O Lord, our God.1
The “quiet engines of desegregation” operating in the post-World War II South
faced considerable difficulties. Communism’s avowed commitment to racial equality
tainted attempts to pursue social justice as inherently “red.” The virulent anti-Communist
sentiment of the Cold War era hamstrung many efforts to openly confront legal Jim Crow
and its attendant social ills as well. Even attempts by churches and clergy to address the
inequities of the Southern system met resistance if not open hostility. Religious
institutions, black and white, were reluctant to jeopardize social standing and financial
support by challenging the status quo and individual southerners “whose reform
motivations were rooted in religious faith and belief were compelled to look outside their
institutions for ways to express and live out their convictions.”2 Some devout
Southerners, however, maintained a firm belief that their faith, their Church, offered a
way to both address social ills and, however subtly, challenge and defy Jim Crow.
Many Southern women found such an outlet in ecumenical groups such as the
young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) and the United Council of Church
Women (UCCW), later known as Church Women United. Memphis hosted active
chapters of each organization: the YWCA was established in 1914 and the UCCW in
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1941. The YWCA took an active role in community affairs, hosting bi-racial discussions
on race relations and other topics as early as 1935. The national YWCA openly
advocated integrated chapters and activities; although the Memphis branch was careful to
maintain segregated facilities, it did integrate its committee and fundraising arms. Jim
Crow did not prevent Memphis YWCA members of both races from establishing longterm relationships and avenues of dialogue through YWCA activities.3 The UCCW
provided a similar social space for interracial interaction under the guise of Christian
charity. Founded as a “racially, culturally, and theologically inclusive Christian women’s
movement to celebrate unity in diversity and work for peace in the world,” its national
organization also supported integration of chapters and activities, as well as larger
desegregation efforts in churches and schools.4 Some of the early efforts of the Memphis
chapter included literacy and job training for recently released female prisoners and an
integrated ministry for incarcerated women. If the Memphis’s YWCA sought to
somewhat sublimate its interracial mission, the national UCCW deliberately crafted its
mission to be inherently interracial and would refuse to recognize local chapters that did
not support that in deed. As a result, the Memphis UCCW often faced public backlash
for its interracial social justice efforts.5
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While ecumenical groups offered some protection from societal reprisals, some
individual women sought a more personal, individual approach to practicing their
religious faith. For much of 1947 and 1948, Helen Caldwell Day Riley spent many hours
at a Catholic Worker house in New York City, shuttling between the Bowery and the
teaching hospital in Brooklyn where she had begun classes to complete her nursing
certificate. Then, life dealt her two devastating blows in quick succession. Word arrived
from Memphis that her young son, Butch, had contracted polio. He would live, but he
would have to undergo intensive therapy to rehabilitate and strengthen his legs enough to
walk again. After consulting with her supervisor, she opted to stay until the end of her
student nursing rotation because there was nothing she could do for Butch. This decision
had profound implications – within a matter of days the same supervisor called her into
the office. A routine review of the x-rays she periodically received to monitor exposure
to tuberculosis showed that she was in the early stages of the disease. She would have to
resign her duties and enter a sanitarium for treatment. She was only twenty-two.6
The eighteen months she spent in various facilities in New York were alternately
lonely and pleasant. She received some visitors, including her friends from the Catholic
Worker house, but her mother and son were unable to make the journey. She made the
best of the situation, and returned to her professed first love, writing. While she was
“taking the cure,” she began writing her autobiography, Color, Ebony, which was
published by the Catholic press Sheed and Ward in 1951. At one sanitarium in the
Adirondacks, Stony World, she served as editor of the patient-produced newspaper, the
Sez. As editor, she could not directly address a phenomenon she and other minority
patients observed on their ward. When Riley first arrived, the ward contained five whites
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and four blacks, representing a rainbow of ethnicities and cultures – Puerto Rican, Italian,
Bohemian, West Indian, Jewish, Methodist, Catholic, Baptist, Seventh Day Adventist.
For the first year, they all prayed, ate, slept and played together. Then, a shift occurred –
all the white patients were transferred to other units. New patients admitted to their ward
were exclusively black. This galled Riley and most of the other black patients – they did
not want to be in a Jim Crow ward. A lack of concrete evidence and administrative
censorship prevented Riley from explicitly stating that racial segregation was
implemented in the ward, but she did attempt to obliquely imply what she observed. Her
attempts to bring the racial inequities to light, however veiled, led to her transfer out of
the hospital to another facility. Within a week of her arrival, the doctors authorized her
release.7
Riley returned to the Memphis area where she reunited with her son, who was
running again. She traveled to Holly Springs, Mississippi, where her father still taught,
and stayed with him a while. She wanted to attend Mass, but when she stopped in at the
white church for services, the priest approached her and explained that Negroes did not
attend services at St. Joseph’s parish. Because there was not a priest for the colored
chapel that week, she would have to wait to attend Mass. Riley was stunned. The
CHURCH, the universal church, discriminated against her because of the color of her
skin? It was almost too much for her to bear. “It is not consistent with what she has
taught and practiced through the ages. It does not agree with what the Popes have said.”
But Riley eventually forgave the priest, not only because that was her duty as a Christian,
but because she realized that he was in a peculiar situation. There were few Catholics in
Holly Springs and although none were black, the church built and maintained a school for
7
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black children, much to the consternation of the white populace. The priest and sisters at
the school were walking a fine line – trying to advocate for the welfare and betterment of
the Negro population, but not in a way that caused “the Negro to forget his place.” While
Riley understood the priest’s position, she did not agree. To her, the priest’s prudence
“has no place in the Mystical Body of Christ, in the life of the Church. He forgot the
Church is One, Holy and Universal, that the Mass is for all, so that no baptized person
can lawfully be forbidden to hear and offer it, to satisfy the prejudices of few, or of a
majority.”8
Riley soon returned to Memphis and began writing a column for a local African
American paper, the Memphis World. Many of these columns discussed current events,
while others touched on more metaphysical matters such as spirituality, morality,
equality. Sometimes, the themes blended, as in her column on January 12, 1951.
Opening with a description of a pot-holed street which never seemed to get repaired, she
subtly alluded to civil rights and the inherent racism and classism in Memphis society.
While everyone is going around once a year or taking pictures of Crump
Boulevard and the Snowden place, trying to prove Memphis is our most beautiful
in the South, how do they all happen to miss such places - or does our civic pride
blind us to our civic faults – to say nothing of our civic responsibilities?
Of course the people who live in the neighborhoods like the one I
described on Pontitoc [sic] are very poor. . . whose very poverty keeps them from
even asking for those things which the rest of us like to fondly consider rights. . .
.I seem to remember another poor Man whose birthday we recently celebrated
with such joy, who also found no room for Him in another city.9
She also wrote a letter/column for the national Catholic Worker newspaper. In it,
she related her experience in Holly Springs and voiced her frustration with the Catholic
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hierarchy’s reticence to “scandalize the white people,” although she admitted that she
was not yet ready to confront the Church directly about its failures to support its African
American congregants. She held out hope that the situation in the South was improving,
slowly.10 As Riley’s experiences shows, the failure of Southern Christians to live up to
their ideals was one of the most painful reminders of inherent injustice of segregation.11
Riley’s unrelenting faith in the central tenets of her faith, however, empowered her to
work towards a goal of true catholicism.
Shortly after her letter was published in the Catholic Worker, she left Mass one
morning to find two young white boys waiting for her on the steps. They had read her
letter in the Catholic Worker and had many questions for her. They were interested in
developing an interracial discussion group for Catholics. Would she be interested in
joining? Their initial conversations morphed into lengthier discussions about objectives,
recruiting other members, and ecclesiastical approval. This last point was exceedingly
important, especially to devout female Catholics such as Riley. The clerical leadership
and hierarchical structure of the Church determined, in large part, how Catholics
responded to social, economic, and political change. In order to remain in good standing
with the Church with access to the sacraments, women had to diligently follow the
Church’s directives conveyed through parish priests, local bishops, and official
statements issued by the Vatican. Failure to adhere to the Church’s conception of proper
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behavior carried dire spiritual consequences.12 Ironically, it was the words of the
hierarchy that motivated many Catholic women to contemplate stretching the bounds of
their position within the Church. Pope Pius XI’s social encyclical Quadragesimo Anno,
issued in 1931, gave papal support to the attempts by lay Catholics to address the needs
of the poor, which became especially acute during the Great Depression. Referencing Leo
XIII’s historic 1891 encyclical, Rerum Novarum, which discussed the plight of working
classes in a capitalistic society, Pius XI lauded and encouraged the laity in their efforts.
Let well-merited acclamations of praise be bestowed upon you and at the same
time upon all those, both clergy and laity, who We rejoice to see, are daily
participating and valiantly helping in this same great work, Our beloved sons
engaged in Catholic Action, who with a singular zeal are undertaking with Us the
solution of the social problems in so far as by virtue of her divine institution this
is proper to and devolves upon the Church. All these We urge in the Lord, again
and again, to spare no labors and let no difficulties conquer them, but rather to
become day by day more courageous and more valiant.
Therefore, let all men of good will stand united, all who under the
Shepherds of the Church wish to fight this good and peaceful battle of Christ; and
under the leadership and teaching guidance of the Church let all strive according
to the talent, powers, and position of each to contribute something to the Christian
reconstruction of human society . . . seeking not themselves and their own
interests, but those of Jesus Christ, not trying to press at all costs their own
counsels, but ready to sacrifice them, however excellent, if the greater common
good should seem to require it, so that in all and above all Christ may reign,
Christ may command to Whom be "honor and glory and dominion forever and
ever.13
The Catholic faith itself was experiencing an intellectual revival, which was
furthered by the introduction of Catholic printing houses such as Sheed and Ward
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Publishers. Catholic theologians and popular writers such as Etienne Gilson, G.K.
Chesterton, and of course, Dorothy Day, introduced trends into Catholic thought that
became central to the understanding of the layperson’s role and responsibility within the
Church and society.14 Theological constructs such as the Mystical Body of Christ and
Catholic Action, which dominated popular Catholic theology and spirituality in America
from the 1930s through the mid- 1960s, resonated particularly strongly with women
within the Church, perhaps because it opened avenues of expression and action that had
previously been closed to them.15 The theological metaphor of the Mystical Body of
Christ predates Pope Pius XII’s encyclical, Mystici Corporis, issued in 1943. Based upon
multiple passages from the New Testament, it has various meanings in Catholic theology,
referring alternately to the faithful who make up of the Church itself and to a Catholic
doctrine expanded and refined in Mystici Corporis. The encyclical gave lay people a
greater role in the Church and its mission. “[I]n the Church the individual members do
not live for themselves alone, but also help their fellows, and all work in mutual
collaboration for the common comfort and for the more perfect building up of the whole
Body. . . . those members of the laity who collaborate with the ecclesiastical hierarchy in
spreading the Kingdom of the Divine Redeemer occupy an honorable, if often a lowly,
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place in the Christian community.”16 Catholics, particularly American Catholics, often
interpreted the metaphor as papal support for a new emphasis on a bottom-up approach to
social problems rather than the traditional top-down hierarchical, institutional method.
The theology of the Mystical Body “provided a way to articulate a growing hunger on the
part of the laity to be integral, not auxiliary, to the work of the Church.”17 Likewise,
Catholic Action, with roots in the 19th century reaction to industrialization typified by
Pope Leo XIII’s encyclical Rerum Novarum, was a catch-all term that referred to the
participation of the laity in the mission of the Church. Although intended to allow for the
implementation of plans laid out by the clergy, its participatory nature attracted many
American Catholics who sought a way to address the needs of the greater community
within the bounds of the Church, but not necessarily under Church directives. Papal
acceptance and encouragement of Catholic Action efforts encouraged many lay members
of the Church, as well as progressive-minded clergy, to attempt large-scale social
outreach programs in formerly taboo areas such as race relations.
Although the official Vatican position on race relations was clear, local clergy and
church authorities were not as liberal on the topic, especially in areas where Catholics
were marginalized, such as the South. The Memphis dioceses’ skittishness toward
actions that even hinted of defiance of Jim Crow caused Riley and her allies to insist that
while their group was interracial, its primary purpose was not to confront the race issue
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directly, but rather “as a part of group life together or Christian actions apart.”18 Despite
the reticence of local clergy and Catholics to fully embrace Church doctrine concerning
race relations, the initial group of three or four gradually grew. Riley wrote Dorothy
Day, requesting the subscription lists for the Memphis area, assuming Catholics receptive
to the ideas of the Catholic Worker might be open to the idea of an interracial discussion
group. Contacting Catholic Worker subscribers led to names and numbers of other
Catholics who might be interested, as well as some non-Catholics. Approximately
twenty-five people, black and white, Catholic and non-Catholic, eventually coalesced
into what came to be known as the “Outer Circle.” 19 Determined to find a path through
the minefield of Jim Crow Memphis to a place of color-blind acceptance, the group’s
initial focus was “to learn the truths of [their] faiths . . . and live and practice them
habitually . . . to know what would be a good temporal order before. . .criticizing the
one [they] have.” 20
To call it a difficult path is an understatement. During the first few weeks of
planning the group, Riley met a few white Catholics, including the two young men who
initially approached her after Mass, at a local park to discuss details. One of those young
men, Bill Slavick, remembered the tension and fear felt by all when the lights of a
Memphis Police Department squad car spotted them near the banks of the river.
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Although the policemen told the group to leave because Riley was not allowed in the
park, Slavick recalls his “pulse singing with relief” that the officers were not more
aggressive in enforcing the Jim Crow laws, and that they were “the friendliest police we
could have hoped to meet.”21 The group searched for meeting places safe from police
monitoring of violations of the inter-racial interaction laws. They also struggled to secure
a priest to act as spiritual advisor. Despite the Vatican’s official stance on racial
segregation, the diocese of Nashville and the local clergy were, for the most part, firmly
opposed to any testing of the Jim Crow status quo, being “more southern than
Catholic.”22 As Riley and white members such as Bill Slavick called various parishes
and priests seeking space and sponsorship, they were met with excuses or stony silence.
Even the Franciscans at the African American parish, St. Augustine’s, were “skiddish
[sic] about inviting trouble by sponsoring such a group.”23 Other times, priests actively
undermined their efforts – making excuses to their faces, suggesting another priest, then
calling that priest to warn him of the “dangerous radicals” en route.24 Opposition within
the community, Catholic and non-Catholic, was so great that in the two books written by
Riley about her life, conversion, and work, she frequently changed the names of fellow
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Catholics, including priests, and places, such as parishes, to protect them from
embarrassment and harassment.25
Eventually, however, the group found a home and a sponsor, a segregated parish
church hall, St. Anthony’s, and its priest, Father John Coyne. A white Josephite from
Massachusetts dedicated to serving the needs of the African American community at
large, Coyne was ostracized by the larger Memphis Catholic community. He had no
position to lose by associating himself with an interracial discussion group. According to
Slavick, Coyne’s rectory dining room, where the group met, “was a sanctuary where the
pain and guilt of racism could meet in love and understanding.”26 As the group met, it
became obvious they had a dilemma. Although committed to battling social injustice,
they struggled to find a direction and purpose that combined action and faith, but did not
alienate their few allies. Their initial forays into direct action were modest: clothing
collections for the poor, food drives, supporting the small, Catholic school for African
American children in Holly Springs that Riley encountered upon her return to the area.
These were admirable, tangible works, but Riley wanted more. She knew there was a
different way. She had seen it and lived it in New York, and she wanted to bring the
direct action of the Catholic Worker movement to Memphis.27
The idea of a Catholic Worker House of Hospitality in Jim Crow Memphis was
audacious. Dorothy Day’s earlier visits to the area in the 1930s had sparked controversy,
as she not only offered vocal support to the Southern Tenant Farmers Union’s activities,
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but openly defied Jim Crow housing laws during her stay. To many, Day was a
dangerous radical.28 The group’s close relationship with organized labor, vocal support
of the political rights of all Americans, voluntary vows of poverty, and reliance on the
donations of others were often construed as too similar to Communism, even by members
of the Catholic clergy. Against the backdrop of the emerging Cold War, statements by
Dorothy Day did little to diminish that perception: “Certainly we disagree with the
Communist Party,” she said, “as we disagree with other political parties who are trying to
maintain the American way of life. We don't think it's worth maintaining. We and the
Communists have a common idea that something else is necessary, some other vision of
society must be held up to be worked for. . . . As for their conspiracy to overthrow the
government by force and violence, I do not think that the state has proved its case.”29
The fear of social reprisals due to interracial activity already kept many away from the
Outer Circle. A bolder initiative such as a Worker House would make its supporters
targets for red-baiting and anti-Catholic bigotry.
Even in more progressive, racially tolerant areas of the country, the radical nature
of a Catholic Worker House of Hospitality was controversial. Catherine de Hueck, a
Russian aristocrat who escaped the revolution, immigrated to Canada and subsequently
converted to Roman Catholicism. During the 1930s, she opened Friendship House,
which was grounded in the same theology and operated very similarly to Dorothy Day’s
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Houses of Hospitality. After her Canadian house closed, Rev. John LaFarge, the
renowned civil rights activist, invited her to open a Friendship House in Harlem, which
she did. She also toured the country, lecturing about the mission of the house and her
perceptions of the state of American race relations. In her autobiography, Fragments of
My Life, she recounted one of her lectures: “Sooner or later, all of us are going to die.
We will appear before God for judgment. The Lord will look at us and say, ‘I was naked
and you didn’t clothe me. I was hungry and you didn’t give me anything to eat. I was
thirsty and you didn’t give me anything to drink. I was sick and you didn’t nurse me. I
was in prison and you didn’t come to visit me.’ And we shall say, ‘Lord, when did I not
do these things?’ I would stop here, pause, and in a very loud voice say, ‘When I was a
Negro and you were a white American Catholic.’” Often, her statements, even in front of
Northern audiences, were met with tomatoes and rotten eggs.”30 If northern white
Catholics were so hostile to colorblind activism among the poor, how would southern
Catholics react?
To bring the Catholic Worker philosophy openly into a major Southern city was
considered foolhardy by some, suicidal by others. Not only would the Jim Crow
residency and social interaction laws be troublesome, but the implication of Communism
presented a formidable obstacle in such a conservative, reactionary area of the country.
Although Memphis had the largest concentration of Catholics in Tennessee, its Catholic
minority still encountered pervasive bigotry and prejudice in an overwhelmingly
Protestant society. That hostile environment actually fed resistance to the Church’s
official position on race relations. Many southern Catholics opposed desegregation
30
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because of the faith’s history of marginalization in the South. The threat of integration
created an environment in which anti-Catholic prejudices were replaced by a joint
Catholic-Protestant effort to defend the South from outside agitators and Communist
sympathizers. The nascent civil rights movement presented white southern Catholics
with an opportunity to transition from religious and cultural outsider to racial insider.31
The colorblind mission of Riley’s Blessed Martin House and the efforts of some priests
and lay Catholics to desegregate area parishes jeopardized that transformation, and it
solidified local Catholic opposition to integration on many fronts.
Despite the forces arrayed against them, after much prayer and discussion, the
group agreed to attempt a Worker House in one of the poorer black neighborhoods along
Beale Street, “a place where both the corporal and spiritual works of mercy might be
practiced.”32 Riley and members of the Outer Circle shared Catherine de Hueck’s
assessment of race relations in the 1950s: “There is no ghetto wall around Harlem, like
the one Hitler built around Warsaw. There is worse – an invisible, impregnable,
unbreakable wall that forever divides its inhabitants from the rest of the world. It was not
built with hands. It was erected by human minds and hearts . . . each brick a prejudice . .
. each bit of mortar an act of intolerance.”33 Riley and the Outer Circle wanted to chip
away at the similar wall that surrounded the slums of Memphis. As anxious as the group
was to truly practice their faith through works, it would only proceed if the bishop in
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Nashville, Rev. William Adrian, granted official approval. Some within the group were
sure the bishop would object to the radicalism of the Worker affiliation as well as to the
interracial aspect of the group. Riley believed otherwise. When she and her close friend,
Alice Hanrahan, met with the bishop to discuss the house, rather than simply talking
about the interracial aspect of their proposal, they showed it. Mirroring the masthead of
the Catholic Worker, Hanrahan, a white, Irish Catholic married mother of five, stood with
arms intertwined with those of a single, black mother. Bishop Adrian, impressed with
their show of solidarity and commitment to living their faith, gave not only his blessing,
but also a small donation to start the work towards the house, which surprised many
Catholics, including Riley, Hanrahan, and Father Coyne.34
As the magnitude of the task became apparent, a small core of supporters
emerged. Encouraged and challenged by their instructors such as Brother Julian Raphael
to “put into the practice the ideals” of Christianity, students from the all-male Christian
Brothers College lent their backs to the heavy labor needed while some of the sisters,
including Sr. Adrian Hofstetter, and students of St. Agnes and Siena College painted and
gathered supplies.35 Hanrahan was particularly steadfast. “She was just there – always
there when she was needed. That was her gift,” Riley recalled. Fr. Martin Toolis, an
early supporter of the House who encouraged his students at CBC to acquaint themselves
with the troubles of Memphis’s African American population, remembered the pivotal
role these core supporters played in the opening of the house. He also recalled Riley’s
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ability to persevere. “Helen Caldwell Day knew in those early efforts of hers that she had
this loyal crowd of people with their young people standing around her, helping her,
encouraging her, learning from her.”36 After several months of preparation, the Blessed
Martin House, named after the saint Blessed Martin de Porres, a mixed race Peruvian
Dominican, opened in January 1952, with Riley as its live-in director.37 Specifically
catering to working mothers, regardless of race, who could not afford childcare, it also
provided food, clothes, and basic health and hygiene lessons. Located in a dilapidated
storefront at 299 South Fourth Street, the House was completely funded by unsolicited
donations and staffed by volunteers, as modeled by Dorothy Day’s Houses of Hospitality.
Although most members of the Outer Circle, which shifted its meetings to the House,
contributed money, time, and supplies when they could, others left the group in protest
over what they saw as an illegal and unsanctioned display of Riley’s vanity. The
disgruntled members saw Riley as overstepping the bounds laid out by the bishop and
warping the mission of the group and the House to serve her own selfish ends38
Riley and the House’s staff and volunteers went about their work, despite the
fractures within the Outer Circle group, eventually moving to a larger building at 218
South Turley. Located a few blocks deeper into the poverty stricken neighborhood, the
House was still within easy walking distance of St. Patrick’s Church, which had become
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Riley’s spiritual home, even though it was still technically a “white” church. Bishop
Adrian remained supportive of the House’s work, sending checks and appointing spiritual
advisors as needed.39 His support was countered by increasing opposition from a number
of Catholics in Memphis. Although Riley and the members of the Outer Circle were
attempting to become “catholic in action as well as name,” and beleived progress was
being made as individuals as well as in society, they began to recognize that others were
backing away from this controversial territory.40 The open mixing of whites and blacks,
amid the squalor of poverty and crime, was shocking to many white Catholics, and even
some black Catholics. Although the two colored parishes – St. Anthony’s and St.
Augustine’s – in Memphis had strong, vibrant communities, Riley often lamented the
lack of support from within the black Catholic community.41 She was never sure if it was
class prejudice, or fear, that kept fellow black Catholics from Blessed Martin House, but
39
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their absence was significant. Not only were their donations desperately needed, but their
non-participation created the appearance that the mission of the House was not deemed as
worthy or needed by members of the very community it served.42
The indifference of Memphis’s black Catholics to the work of Blessed Martin
House could be related to the historical marginalization of blacks within the Church
itself. Within African American religion, especially within urban areas, the minister is
the pivotal member of a church community.43 The lack of black priests created a
leadership vacuum within the black Catholic community in Memphis. Although on the
whole they respected and admired the white priests serving in their communities and
parishes, black Catholics undoubtedly resented, on some level, the patronizing racial
divide between themselves and the clergy. Enjoinders for involvement in a project such
as the Blessed Martin House from white priests such as Father Coyne, however wellintentioned and sincere, still carried the undertone of Jim Crow – a white male in a
position of authority directing the actions of subservient African Americans.
The hierarchical nature of the Catholic Church itself may also have played a role
in the lack of significant black Catholic participation in not only Blessed Martin House,
but other interracial and civil rights activities as well. Protestant denominations are
traditionally more democratic and organic in nature than Catholicism. Particularly within
the African American community, it is not unusual for a Protestant church to
spontaneously appear in an empty store front or vacant house. The congregation itself
determines the mission, liturgy, and by-laws of the church. This direct involvement in
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the formation of a theology and structure is not only empowering in a personal way, but
also lends tremendous support to the development of sense of community, a shared
common heritage, purpose, and future, especially in light of the restrictions Jim Crow
society placed on African American agency. Catholicism, as well as other traditionally
white dominated denominations such as Presbyterianism and Episcopalianism, is much
more circumspect in the introduction of new elements to the liturgy and the founding of
new churches, and the process is strictly controlled within the hierarchy, creating a sense
of disengagement and alienation within the congregations, especially to those who are
already marginalized due to race. Some scholars believe that despite the perceived
rejection by Roman Catholicism of autonomy in religious worship, the most significant
“self-controlled” aspect of African American life, the faith’s resulting internalization of
“individualistic bourgeois values that run contrary to Black communal objectives”
actually developed a more militant activist than found in traditionally African American
controlled religious denominations. However, others assert that this is dependent upon
the definition of “militant,” especially in regards to Black Catholics. When viewed from
the perspective of “conventional militancy” (an intellectual awareness of racial injustice)
versus “corporate militancy” (advocacy or collective forms of protest ), black Catholics
are actually more accurately described as “nonmilitant,” suggesting that Catholicism has
played a much more accommodationist role in African American history than
Protestantism.44 Given the acute lack of black Catholic participation in a community
centered action such as the Blessed Martin House, the majority of Memphis’s black

44

Ibid., 108-110.

82

Catholic population during the Jim Crow era appeared to fall into the latter description –
not merely nonmilitant, but almost apathetic.
The exception to that generalization is Helen Caldwell Day Riley and the handful
of supporters who labored in pursuit of their altruistic goal of growing in grace by
choosing “to put complete trust in God . . . and to live the poverty in order to understand
the people to whom the apostleship is being carried.”45 This steadfast belief that God
would provide underpinned Riley’s refusal to bow to the demands of some members of
the Outer Circle to institute a Constitution and by-laws for the House, which went against
the Catholic Worker tradition. Unwavering faith also stopped her from soliciting
substantial donations to maintain an acceptable amount of capital, causing substantial
hostility and resentment within a faction of the House’s support network. To many
clergy, Riley herself was the problem. Some contended that her position as director was
inappropriate because not only was she a lay person, but also a woman, and therefore
“incompetent” to hold such a position. Her open relationships with purportedly leftist
organizations that advocated racial equality and social justice, such as Dorothy Day and
the Catholic Workers, added fuel to the fire of opposition to her work and the House.
The growing paranoia of many southerners after the release of the landmark
desegregation case, Brown v. Topeka Board of Education, further distanced Riley and the
House from not only rank and file Memphians, but also fellow Catholics and former
supporters.46
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Although Riley conceded to a constitution at the insistence of the House’s third
spiritual advisor, Father Paul Hostetler, a breaking point came in 1955. Riley had begun
publishing a periodic newsletter detailing the accomplishments and needs of the House as
well as her plans for expansion of the mission and opinions of current events, such as the
emerging civil rights movement. Additionally, a young student from CBC, Robert Steed,
volunteered an extraordinary amount of time to the House. He began to branch out into
other areas of activism, including passing out copies of the Catholic Worker while on
picket lines in support of striking workers. Riley appreciated his help, energy, passion,
and commitment to the cause, even if she sometimes disagreed with his methods. Some
members of the local clergy, however, actively denounced Steed, and the Blessed Martin
House as meddling, incompetent troublemakers.47
Although African American religion traditionally offered an outlet to speak both
of spiritual and earthly concerns, African American Catholicism was not.48 Riley in
particular was adamantly apolitical, as was the Catholic Worker philosophy she
embraced.49 The tremendous backlash created by her politically tinged actions astounded
Riley. She and her supporters, however, continued to believe that the Church was truly
colorblind, despite the misguided actions of some local clergy and Catholics. In an
undated letter to Bishop Adrian, Riley voiced her growing frustration with the local
clergy. “In the face of opposition from priests who do not understand so actively oppose
the House even to the extent of personal insults . . . priests who disagree with us, claim
47
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to speak for you and say to us and others that you disapprove of Blessed Martin house
except as a nursery for poor children and shelter for poor women . . . these do not see
why we should be concerned with the very problems which have made the
nursery/shelter necessary . . . I guess though, I am too much of a nurse to be satisfied with
treating the symptoms while the cancer grows.”50 At approximately the same time, a
local monsignor, Msgr. Shea, wrote a scathing letter to Bishop Adrian, denouncing Riley
and Steed as having “more zeal than judgment.” Shortly after, the Bishop sent a rebuke
to Riley, chastising her for overreaching in her mission, ordering her to confine her
activities to operating a nursery, and to cut ties with Steed and the Catholic Worker
movement. If she was opposed to this, she should close the House. A dutiful Catholic,
Riley obeyed. She asked Steed to leave and scaled back her mission. 51
The open hostility of local clergy to the Blessed Martin House was directly tied to
opposition to all attempts at desegregation. This connection between the emerging civil
rights movement and the House was not lost on Riley or her supporters. Alice Hanrahan
remembered, “A lot of the priests were opposed to Blessed Martin House, and a lot were
opposed to integration.”52 Catholic clergy who supported civil rights activity were aware
of the opposition within their brotherhood. Father Milton Guthrie, active in the Memphis
area at the time, remarked that Catholics in Memphis, “surrounded by religious
fundamentalism in the Bible Belt . . . are inclined to adhere stubbornly to the status
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quo.”53 Ironically, Catholics were often perceived as the least prejudiced of whites
because of the Church’s official position and social work. The Memphis clergy,
however, tolerated and even advocated the division of the church and society into “black”
and “white.” They insisted, despite official Vatican positions regarding race relations and
the actions of the Bishop and the diocese in Nashville, black Catholics worship only in
the two designated “colored” parishes in Memphis. To question segregation of the
parishes was to question their authority, as well as that of the Church, which was
unacceptable.54 Riley and other progressive Catholics faced an ironic, but nevertheless
difficult, impasse: Living the values promoted by their faith placed them in opposition to
the clergy of that same faith. With hierarchical and financial support from the Bishop
withdrawn, Riley admitted she could no longer operate the House under such contentious
circumstances. After remarrying in September 1955, Riley closed the Blessed Martin
House in early 1956 and moved to California.
Riley’s experience with the Blessed Martin House and the racial and gender
biases inherent in the hierarchy of the Catholic Church left her somewhat disillusioned
with the ability of large movements to truly address the basic material and spiritual needs
of individuals. It also illustrated the contradictory nature of Catholicism. Its theology
inspired individuals to attempt to live their faith through works in unconventional ways,
but the Church’s structure inherently limited those actions. For Catholics such as Riley
and Hanrahan, negotiating a path which both fulfilled spiritual needs and satisfied
hierarchical demands challenged their faith. Their unwavering commitment to living a
faith-infused life, however, inspired other Memphis Catholics to continue to confront the
53
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social and moral inequities of Jim Crow and laid the foundation for future interracial
activism within the Memphis Catholic community.
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Chapter 4
Opening Just One Door
Bless those who hunger and thirst for justice.
They will be satisfied.
Bless us, O Lord, hear our cry for justice.
Bless us, O Lord, our God.1
In November, 1949, Allegra Turner received devastating news from Louisiana.
Her sixteen year-old brother, Paul Will, died in a tragic train accident. Turner was
distraught, feeling “a tremendous weight of sadness,” and paralyzed with grief.2 Her
husband, Jesse, desperate to alleviate her suffering, suggested visits with friends and
other activities to occupy her mind, but nothing struck her as helpful. One morning, Jesse
suggested a trip to the public library; since they only had one car, he could drop her off as
he passed on the way to the office. In a poem written by Allegra years later, she
recounted the experience:
Not wanting to leave her at home all alone
Nor wishing to visit friends such early morn,
Literary materials might help they thought;
Too early for a shop where books could be bought.
What better than the variety in library stacks
To become engrossed in both fun and facts?3
Dressed in a neat, navy gabardine suit, Turner entered the Cossitt Library on Main Street
in downtown Memphis. Her husband used the library frequently for his business and
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neither thought there would be a problem with her use of the public facilities. She
walked up a staircase to the card catalog and began perusing the offerings. Soon, a
library employee tapped her on the shoulder and pointed Turner to an area isolated by a
white picket fence, telling her “We don’t serve colored here.” Turner was told to remain
in the isolation area until higher ups were consulted.4
Then, the excitement began and reached high pitch,
As if a visitor from the zoo had caused a glitch.
There was talking, hurrying, telephoning and such;
Excitement galore, really not about anything much.5
A librarian eventually came to Turner and explained that Cossitt was not
generally open to African Americans. The “colored” branch was located on Vance
Avenue. Turner was instructed to go to Vance and check if they had the book she
wanted. If not, she could make a book request which the Vance branch could forward to
Cossitt, which would then send the book to the Vance location, where she could check it
out. Turner was irked, having no intention of patronizing the Vance branch. As she took
the bus back to her apartment, Turner mulled over the events of the morning. “It pierced
like an arrow,” she recalled.6 She was a college educated woman who could not check a
book out of a library because of the color of her skin. She looked around the bus,
observing the same value of everyone’s carfare,
What earthly right has anyone to decide who sits/stands where?7
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Although opportunities for interracial activism were opening in the greater South
during the mid-1950s, Memphis progressives often felt like lone wolves. Although the
Blessed Martin House laid a foundation for future interracial projects, Helen Caldwell
Day Riley’s departure and the closing of the house left a void in the Catholic community.
The emergence of two other women activists – Allegra Turner and Anne Shafer – soon
reinvigorated progressive Memphis Catholics and initiated one of the most dynamic, and
controversial, periods of local Catholic activism.
Although Turner immersed herself in her family, community work, and career as
an educator, she was hardly oblivious to the momentous events shaking the foundations
of American society. Decades of patient legal proceedings spearheaded by the NAACP
culminated in the landmark 1954 Supreme Court Brown v. Board Of Education decision
which explicitly overturned Plessy v. Ferguson’s condoning of de jure segregation. Most
African Americans and their supporters assumed the overturning of Plessey automatically
applied to other public accommodations such as restaurants, transportation, and libraries.
Turner, other African Americans, and their supporters soon found out differently. Even
the Catholic Church, one of the few interracial Christian denominations, balked at full
implementation of the precepts of Plessy. The Catholic Church’s theological
commitment to equality, one of its attractions for African American converts, was often
sacrificed to entrenched social mores, Cold War paranoia, and personal prejudice.8 The
resulting internecine conflict irrevocably altered the Memphis Catholic Community and
the relationships of individual Catholics to their faith.
**********
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After her humiliation at the hands of the white librarians, Allegra Turner and her
husband discussed the events, surmising that Jesse used the facilities with no apparent
problem because he used the reference section only, always stood, and was never there
long. He never attempted to access the stacks or sit. Allegra Turner’s experience that
November morning was the initial catalyst in the fight to desegregate the public libraries
in Memphis.9
Although the fight was spearheaded by her husband, Allegra played a critical role.
Her husband not only resented the treatment that his wife received, but also relied on her
memory of events and research efforts to build the eventual court case brought by the
local NAACP chapter. By the time the case was filed in 1958, the inner workings of the
library system were laid bare and many people, white and black, began to question the
arrangement. The Memphis public library system at the time was not truly public. The
main branch, Cossitt Library, was actually a private foundation created with a bequest by
a Memphis businessman, Frederick Cossitt, in the late 1800s. An imposing red sandstone
Gothic façade housed one of the finest community libraries in the South. Nominally
open to the public, the library itself, as well as its eventual branches, was governed by a
board of directors that operated essentially as a hereditary fiefdom. Most of the all-male
board held the seats that their fathers held before them. As the library grew, the city
began to supplement the foundation funding, creating a privately controlled entity
supported by taxpayer funds. The nine-member Cossitt Library board of directors spent
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public funds, but was neither appointed by the city or county governments, nor held
accountable by them.10
The Library Board appointed the head librarian, Jesse Cunningham, in 1925.
Under his direction, the library system expanded its holdings and opened multiple
branches, including lending stations in white schools through a joint arrangement with
the Board of Education. A previous director, Charles Johnson, began services to Negros
through LeMoyne Institute, which was supplemented with “classroom libraries” and
access to bookmobile routes.11 As the Cossitt system sought public funding to renovate
the original location on Main Street as well as build a state-of the-art facility, the
inequities between the segregated portions of the library became readily apparent. In
1952, Mayor Watkins Overton announced plans to build a $500,000 central library as
well as a $250,000 remodel of Cossitt. Both would be for whites only. Plans to build a
new $150,000 Negro branch in North Memphis, patterned after the recently opened
Highland Avenue branch, were included, but no timeframe was mentioned.12
Cunningham justified the expense to the commission, “There is no question in my mind
but that the public library is essential to the growth of the people in any community.
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Unless one can read and find the answers to the numerous questions which come up in
everyday life, the opportunity for mental growth is necessarily denied.”13
The plans announced for the new central library in 1953, to be located at the
corner of Peabody Avenue and McLean Avenue in Midtown, were impressive – an
auditorium with a stage and audio/visual equipment, adult education rooms, a children’s
department with a separate entrance, all air conditioned and designed to be the cultural
center of the community, able to handle all activities and extension services.14 When the
facility opened in 1956, a color enhanced full-page spread in the Commercial Appeal
lauded the wonderful staff amenities and a break room for Negro employees in the
basement, and declared it “as modern, as well-designed, and as pleasing as any in the
land.”15 A later pamphlet recounting the history and progress of the Cossitt system was
published in 1959. It mentioned the plans for the Negro branch in north Memphis were
still “underway,” although John Spence reported in February 1959 that the branch was to
be located on Vollintine Avenue, west of Klondike School and cost approximately
$120,000.16
On the morning of June 17, 1957, Jesse Turner packed his briefcase, tucked his
ledgers into the back seat of his car, and kissed Allegra goodbye. It was not until she
turned on the television to watch the five o’clock news that she realized her husband had
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finally begun the process of righting the injustice of eight years earlier. At some point
during the day, Jesse had entered through the front doors of the new facility in Midtown
and asked for a library card. According to Turner’s account, Cunningham, the head
librarian, “tried to act cool, apparently wondering where such a Negro came from.”
Turner speculated that Cunningham probably assumed he was an outside agitator because
of his perfect grammar, but the Southern accent belied that. When pressed about access
to the library, Cunningham began to list what the “library fathers, a board of nine men
with an average age of seventy, ‘had done for niggras over the past thirty odd years.’”17
Cunningham not only denied Turner access to the central library, but also refused him
access to the research section at the Cossitt branch on Main Street, which he had used for
years without incident.18 Cunningham admitted the Vance branch did not duplicate the
holdings of the white branches, including reference materials, but he defended this
inequity by assuring that “The library assistant there, [at Vance] if she knew what the
borrower wanted and that he was a person really trying to do something and not trying to
make a scene, would get the book and have it for the borrower.”19
As the imbroglio unfolded, John Spence’s reporting for the Press Scimitar was
pivotal in exposing the cronyism and nepotism within the library system. Spence
doggedly pursued the story as the inevitable court case wound its way through the
system, revealing that Cunningham conceded he had acted “on the custom that prevails in
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this community and the South” and that there was no law – city, county, or state – that
prevented the library from desegregating its facilities.20 Given the Board’s private nature
but public funding, the case became very complicated. Meetings of the board were
closed to the public as well as the press, an unusual move, and then the board postponed
action. After almost a year, the library board voted to open Cossitt’s reference section to
address the inequity, but all branches remained segregated as before.21 Soon after, Jesse
Turner filed suit in federal court. The local NAACP funded the case and its attorneys
stated that “Equal use of the library facilities in Memphis certainly would not result in
creation of racial tensions or animosities, and we feel that the library board has missed an
outstanding opportunity to promote progress in race relations in our city.”22 The city
continued the library board’s delay tactics, which led to sit-ins and arrests. By 1960,
federal court rulings in other cases made it apparent to the city that “the pending suit
would have gone against the city.” The City Commission instituted a new policy: “The
facilities of the public libraries shall be made available to all citizens of the city.” Even
Mayor Henry Loeb, hardly an integrationist, asserted that “The libraries were open to all
citizens this morning, period.”23
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Eleven years after her rejection at the Cossitt branch, Allegra Turner proudly took
her three sons to apply for library cards at the now desegregated main library in Midtown.
She did not take a more public role in the desegregation of the libraries, however, despite
her personal humiliation at the hands of the librarians. Her stance was probably due to
her husband’s role in the NAACP. Jesse Turner was elected president of the Memphis
branch in 1959, due in no small part to his efforts in the library suit. As it morphed from
a personal initiative to a federal case, the desegregation suit took on tremendous symbolic
meaning in the struggle for civil rights in Memphis. To Allegra Turner and other African
American women, it was just as important for educated, middle class African American
men to achieve these goals as it was to achieve the goals themselves. Socio-economic
conditioning – middle class wives stayed at home with the children and provided
emotional support for their husbands, rather than taking a place on the front lines – was
also in play.24 In Allegra Turner’s biography of her husband, Except by Grace: The Life
of Jesse H. Turner, she consistently downplayed her efforts in several key battles in
Memphis and instead portrayed herself as a helpmeet, rather than a protagonist, in the
struggle.
Another battle concerned the desegregation of Memphis State University (MSU),
a long-time goal of the Memphis branch of the NAACP. The national NAACP
organization successfully challenged segregation in graduate schools, winning landmark
cases such as Sweatt v. Painter (1950) and McLaurin v. Oklahoma State Regents (1950),
which laid the groundwork for the Brown decision in 1954.25 However, applying those

24

Anna Holmes, “Women Freedom Riders,” The Courier-Journal, 12 June 2011.

Herman Sweatt v. Painter (339 U.S. 631) held that despite the state’s assertions that a
recently established all-black law school was equal to University of Texas School of Law, Texas
25

96

precedents to higher education as a whole was as daunting as applying Brown nationally.
The Memphis and Tennessee NAACP chapters had “vigorously pushed” for the
desegregation of all Tennessee’s public universities since 1955, particularly after
President Jack Smith declared, “We will limit the enrollment to white students ... until the
State Board of Education instructs me to admit them.”26 A federal lawsuit against MSU,
filed when it was still Memphis State College, was one of two major initiatives of the
national NAACP immediately following the Brown decision, challenging the denial of
admission of African American undergraduates to the school.27 As that suit worked its
way through the system, two Memphis women, Maxine Smith and Miriam Sugarmon,
applied for admission to the graduate school at MSU In 1957. Smith, with a bachelor’s
degree from Spelman and a master’s degree from Middlebury College, and Sugarmon, a
Phi Beta Kappa graduate of Wellesley College, were rejected out-of-hand by the MSU
graduate school.28 After that setback, Jesse Turner turned to his wife for help. Allegra
Turner earned money for tuition during her days at Southern University by working in the
registrar’s office. She knew what information to look for in the official records which
failed to provide “separate but equal” education and must admit the plaintiff to the UT law
school. George W. McLaurin v. Oklahoma Board of Regents for Higher Education et al. (339
U.S. 637) held that the segregation of the plaintiff in seats, desks, and tables separate from white
students at the University of Oklahoma’s graduate school was unequal and hence a violation of
his right to equal educational opportunity.
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would help build a legal case against the university. She was more than willing, but
knew it was a daunting challenge. She struggled to find others who could, or would, risk
the negative publicity and other potential repercussions. In 1958, Allegra, her sister
Catherine W. Cheeks, and Estelle Dumas, whose husband was self-employed, arrived at
the MSU registrar’s office with the NAACP’s attorney, H.T. Lockard, where they were
met by MSU President Jack Smith and the registrar. Required by subpoena to produce
fifty years of student records, the university first offered temporary records for the
NAACP to examine. Turner objected, telling Lockard that these records would be
destroyed. She insisted that they needed to see the permanent records. Grudgingly, the
registrar agreed, opening a vault for examination. Turner and the other women spent all
day going through each record, noting the birthplace, citizenship information, and
nationality of students. Smith and the registrar “watched…like hawks,” often protesting
when the women noted a student as foreign even though the student had been naturalized.
Smith eventually conceded that Turner knew exactly what she was doing. For eight
hours, the women cataloged the information from the records, compiling a lengthy list of
foreign students who were granted admission to MSU while equally qualified African
Americans were denied. After the NAACP secured a court ruling against MSU, based on
the impressive research presented, Lockard commented to Jesse Turner that Allegra’s
work was a “significant contribution to the desegregation of MSU.”29
Ironically, the suit supported by Turner’s research would not have been necessary
if not for the actions of Jack Smith. The State Board of Education ruled that
desegregation of Tennessee public college and universities would begin in 1958. Smith,
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terrified of the Little Rock riots, pressured the SBE for a one-year delay. The NAACP
sought an injunction, but was denied based on Smith’s assurances to the court that he
would not seek another delay. Smith’s public comments underscored his opposition to
the desegregation of MSU and his reluctant acquiescence to the inevitable. At winter
commencement in January, 1959, Smith declared, “I trust the citizens of this area…will
accept the inevitable which has been forced upon us.”30 That fall, eight local African
American high school graduates, known as the Memphis State Eight, successfully
desegregated MSU’s undergraduate program.
Turner’s approach, downplaying her centrality and contributions while
emphasizing those of her husband and others, is certainly consistent with the traditional
role of women not only in American society, but in Turner’s Catholic faith. Turner’s
sublimation of self, however, was not total. When she observed her Church engaging in
the same types of discrimination that she and her husband were fighting in the public
sphere, Allegra Turner did not hesitate to use every weapon in her arsenal to enact change
and confront the hypocrisy of the Catholic hierarchy.
When it came time for her children to attend school, she balked at registering
them in segregated public schools. As a devout practicing Catholic, she turned to the
parochial system, not only for religious instruction but because for African Americans,
parochial schools correlated to enhanced achievement academically and professionally.31
Despite the ruling of the Supreme Court in Brown and directives from Church hierarchy,
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Memphis parochial schools remained segregated as late as 1963. Rather than outright
barring children based on skin color, the diocese of Nashville allowed the local clergy to
redraw parish lines to create Negro enclaves in the south Memphis parish of St.
Augustine and the north Memphis parish of St. Anthony. Because Catholic children were
not allowed to attend a parochial school outside of their geographic home parish without
a dispensation, the gerrymandering effectively segregated all parochial schools by race. 32
According to diocesan policy, Turner and her family attended St. Augustine Catholic
Church and it followed they would enroll their children in the adjacent school. But in
1956, when she attempted to register their eldest child, Jesse, Jr., at St. Augustine’s, he
was rejected due to his age. The Turners immediately knew what was at issue – their
activism and the inherent racism of the clergy and nuns at the school. At the time,
parochial schools were zoned, much like public schools – residents of the parish had
priority to send their children to the parish school. Rejection of a Catholic child from his
home parochial school was unusual. Given that St. Augustine’s was a segregated school,
it was even more unusual. The Turners enrolled their son in another school, but were
determined that he would be admitted to his parochial school. Eventually, St.
Augustine’s admitted Jesse, Jr., to third grade, but his teacher immediately sent him back
to the second grade with no explanation. To demote a child who successfully completed
grades at other local schools, one of which was a neighboring parochial school, again was
highly suspect. Then, Jesse, Jr. reported that his teacher would not let him read in class,
even though he read fluently. Allegra Turner, incensed, confronted the nun who demoted
her son. She demanded and received a placement test for Jesse, who was immediately
32
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placed into the third grade. Shortly after, the parish priest denounced “smart aleck,
know-it-all” parents who interfered with the school’s operation.33
The Turners’ struggles with the parochial system continued for several years.
Even though all of their children eventually attended parochial elementary schools, the
schools were not always the ones they wanted or under the circumstances they
envisioned.34
As the Turners contemplated their next move, they were not alone. Other local
Catholics were actively engaged in furthering the cause of racial and social justice in all
aspects of society. Composed of progressive men and women from the Memphis area,
the Catholic Human Relations Council (CHRC) strove to build “a society dedicated to
forwarding the Christian teaching on the Fatherhood of God and the Brotherhood of Man;
and to promote Peace, Justice, and Fraternity among men; and to act against the evil
encompassed under racial discrimination.”35 It was due in part to the unrelenting efforts
of the CHRC, of which Allegra Turner was a member, that the Memphis parochial school
system integrated not only its student bodies, but also its faculty.36 They addressed the
glaring racial inequalities within the Memphis community, hoping to reshape the
dialogue surrounding foreign policy and political questions.
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The Catholic Church in Memphis, and the Nashville Diocese as a whole, reflected
the Janus-faced nature of the American Church post-World War II. Papal encyclicals
advocated equality of all men and active Church facilitation of outreach ministries to the
poor and disenfranchised:
The Church of Christ, the faithful depository of the teaching of Divine Wisdom,
cannot and does not think of deprecating or disdaining the particular
characteristics which each people, with jealous and intelligible pride, cherishes
and retains as a precious heritage. . . . [I]t is the noble prerogative and function of
the State to control, aid and direct the private and individual activities of national
life that they converge harmoniously towards the common good. That good can
neither be defined according to arbitrary ideas nor can it accept for its standard
primarily the material prosperity of society, but rather it should be defined
according to the harmonious development and the natural perfection of man.37
Despite such forceful and unequivocal direction from Rome, American Catholics
split over the question of the necessity for, and approach needed, to address the inherent
inequalities of the Jim Crow system, both north and south. For every prominent civil
rights and social justice advocate such as Phillip Berrigan or Dorothy Day, there were
vehement opponents such as Charles Coughlin or Pat Buchanan.38 The equivocating of
the Church prompted concerned lay and clergy to address the growing gap between word
and deed. Drawing strength and legitimacy from the words of various popes as well as
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Catholic doctrine, they began to push from within for more equitable treatment of black
Catholics.
**********
Appalled by the lack of Catholic clerical support in Memphis for the civil rights
movement, progressive Memphis Catholics, black and white, held a series of informal
meetings beginning in 1961. Among their stated goals was the removal of “the accident
of birth called ‘race’ . . . as a factor in the treatment, rendering of services, and in the
hiring practices in the Catholic institutions in Memphis.” After being refused an
audience with the bishop’s representative in Memphis to discuss their concerns, the group
sent letters to Bishop William Adrian in Nashville as well as the Apostolic Delegate
expressing their dissatisfaction with the Church’s approach to the race issue and their
unhappiness with the treatment they received from the Bishop’s representative.
Progressive Catholics and clergy cite a charismatic and committed priest, Joseph Leppert
of St. Therese -Little Flower as the impetus of the sense of urgency for change in the
Memphis Catholic community.39 Modeane Thompson fondly recalled him as a “saintly
man. He inspired us with his openness and sense of justice. He was the Church.”40
Brother Terrence McLaughlin echoed: “Leppert was beloved. His family moved away
[from Memphis] so he could be at Little Flower,” to pursue his calling of integrating the
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Catholic Church, starting with his parish. The doors and facilities of Little Flower were
always open to all, regardless of race, home parish, or diocesan directive. Leppert
believed, as did the Catholics interested in meeting to discuss the Church’s lack of
support for desegregation and racial justice, that the Church had never been segregated
and that Catholics must seek meaningful ways to show opposition to all forms of racial
injustice. He initially opened the Little Flower parish hall for CHRC meetings and
served as its spiritual advisor, as well as a mediator between the group and the bishop.
Eventually the group received diocesan approval. It formally organized in 1964 as the
Catholic Human Relations Council and affiliated with the National Catholic Conference
of Interracial Justice.
Among the group’s chief concerns was school desegregation.41 Some Tennessee
Catholic schools, including a few in Nashville, had quietly and voluntarily opened
admission to African Americans. Memphis’s schools, however, remained actively
segregated. Much of the delay was due to local clergy, who were either openly
segregationist or afraid of alienating white society. Brother Terrence McLaughlin
recalled, “Nashville had a progressive mayor and the diocese followed his lead. In
Memphis, the diocese relied on local advice. The pastors were more Southern than
Catholic. They were so afraid they would lose their white parishioners.”42 Despite the
reluctance of local clergy, Memphis’s progressive Catholics lobbied for a unified plan of
action regarding the desegregation of the Memphis Catholic school system. Their efforts
paid off – the diocese announced a school integration plan. Grades one through four

41

42

Untitled 1964 memo in Folder A, CHRC Collection.
McLaughlin interview.

104

would begin the process in the fall of 1963, grades five through eight in 1965, and the
high schools in 1966.43 Their diocesan victory had unexpected ramifications for personal
efforts to desegregate local Catholic schools, however.
According to Allegra Turner, Jesse, Jr. became enamored with Christian Brothers
College (CBC) as a young child. He admired the striking red brick façade as their car
passed the campus at the corner of East Parkway South and Central Avenue, declaring
with the certainty of youth, “I want to go there!”44 Christian Brothers High School
(CBHS), run by the Christian Brothers Order as an adjunct to Christian Brothers College,
dated to 1871. It dedicated itself “to giv[ing] a human and Christian education to the
young and to promote peace and justice, with a commitment to the service of the poor.”45
The Turners long admired the quality of education afforded by CBC/CBHS, but knew
that it was de facto segregated; African American Catholics were expected to attend
Father Bertrand High School, previously known as St. Augustine High School. “We
didn’t tell him the school was only for white boys,” remembered Allegra Turner. “We
just let him dream.”46 Nonetheless, as her son approached high school age, after
consulting her husband, she completed the application card and submitted it to CBC with
a check for the application fee. “I’m Catholic and I didn’t believe there was supposed to
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be segregation in Catholicism. I didn’t see any reason why my son shouldn’t be able to
go there.”47 Later, a parish priest at St. Augustine’s, Father Miro Wiese, called and asked
if Brother Terrence McLaughlin of CBC could come by the Turners’ house to talk about
Jesse, Jr.’s application to the high school. What was said in that meeting has not been
disclosed, but on October 31, 1962, Jesse Turner, Jr. was admitted to CBC as a high
school freshman for the following fall.48
Brother Terrence did not intend to use Jesse as a publicity stunt or a token. He
wanted to avoid an open war with segregationists, but still wanted to find a way to “stay
in Gospel territory and do what was right.”49 Shortly after Jesse, Jr., was admitted,
however, the diocese in Nashville issued its gradual desegregation plan. Although CBC
was required to follow the directives of the bishop in spirit, it was not a diocesan school
and had more autonomy than other Catholic schools in the area.50 CBC did receive
pressure to abide by the diocese’s plan. Bishop William Adrian, who by some accounts
was ambivalent about racial justice at best and an active supporter of extreme
conservative political groups at worst, referred the matter of Jesse Turner, Jr.’s admission
to CBHS to the state superintendent of parochial schools, Msgr. John Elliot, but not
before sending a chastising letter to Brother Terrence. “It seems unfortunate that you
should have taken this step to register a negro student for your high school without first
consulting the Diocesan superintendent of our Catholic schools,” he wrote. “This can be
47
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a cause of much trouble. Up to this we have followed the policy that integration be
authorized only when the pastors of Shelby Co. approved. This included high school
integration. Evidently you misunderstood or ignored this.”51
The chancellor of the diocese, Monsignor Charles Williams, soon wrote Brother
Terrence to convey Bishop Adrian’s desire that the diocesan plan be followed. Brother
Terrence reluctantly went to the Turners to tell them that Jesse, Jr.’s admittance had been
rescinded by order of the diocese.52
CBHS’s capitulation to prejudice stunned the Turners. Allegra Turner voiced her
frustration at waiting years for “some just and caring white institution to open a door –
just one door – to blacks. I was devastated by this rejection. My faith in my church was
even shaken.”53 Her husband, a Baptist, had long admired the Catholic Church for its
position on social justice issues, but its actions concerning their son infuriated him. He
told Allegra, “Your folks are no better than the rest of the racist folks.” That hurt her
deeply as a Catholic. “I [was] embarrassed that our church, adjudged more or less liberal,
had failed to lead the way injustice.”54 The Turners, however, were not deterred, and
informed CBHS and the diocese of their intention to sue. According to Allegra, Jesse,
Sr., confronted an otherwise apologetic and compassionate Msgr. Elliot in a meeting. “No
one forced CBHS authorities to accept our son. We have a letter of acceptance from
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Christian Brothers High School, which can be construed as a contract….I will sue
Christian Brothers High School.”55 Allegra followed with a letter to Bishop Adrian,
which was conciliatory as well as recalcitrant. “In a conference with Father John A.
Elliot…my husband and I learned that no orders or policies on desegregation of Memphis
parochial schools – high or elementary schools – existed at the time our son was
accepted,” subtly hinting at another possible legal basis for the lawsuit her husband
intended to file. Turner’s challenge of Church authority was a bold step for her to make
as a Catholic and a woman. Rather than seeing her actions as anti-Catholic or
inappropriate, Brother Terrence supported her. “Change comes from activism… At this
time, change was coming from between the structures. . . . Allegra Turner was more
Catholic than those she was fighting.”56 It is doubtful that Turner’s devout Catholicism
turned the bishop’s heart, however. Shortly after receipt of her letter, Msgr. Elliot wrote
Brother Terrence, reversed the earlier decision, and advised that CBHS, accept Jesse, Jr.
as originally promised.”57
Jesse, Jr., started CBHS as a freshman in fall of 1963. Not only was he the first
African American student in a Catholic high school in Memphis, he was the first African
American student in any white high school in Shelby County. Despite the historic nature
of his admission, CBHS and the Turners did not publicize the event. Weeks after the
term began, a small article appeared in local papers.58 The lack of publicity did not mean
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that word had not spread through the Memphis Catholic community. Brother Terrence
recalled the day Jesse Turner started school. “My secretary usually screened my calls.
But for whatever reason, I answered the phone that day, just before lunch. On the other
end was an irate woman. ‘Do you know you have a NEGRO in your school?!’ I replied,
‘I’ll look around and see,’ and I hung up!” But all parties were acutely aware of the
significance of their actions. There was some harassment and ostracism of Jesse at
school as well as of the Turners at school functions, but there were supporters as well.
“Those parents of CBHS were probably more progressive than average Southern parents.
…They respected the Brothers and knew they would handle the situation.”59 Incidents of
overt racism were dealt with swiftly by the Brothers, and eventually Jesse, Jr., made
friends and became an integral part of CBHS, graduating as co-salutatorian in 1967.60
Years later, Turner expressed her gratitude to the Brothers for being the brave souls that
forced the diocese’s hand concerning integration. “The Brothers will forever deserve
praise and thanks for showing they are just regardless of the local mores.” Turner also
cites Jesse Jr.’s acceptance into CBHS as the impetus for the diocese implementation of
even limited desegregation.61
Despite assurances, the official plan passed down from the diocesan offices in
Nashville was not readily implemented. In the summer of 1965, parochial lines were
again redrawn, at the behest of local pastors, further gerrymandering the districts
59
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according to racial composition.62 The CHRC circulated a petition among area Catholics,
garnering more than 150 signatures. The letter to Bishop Adrian, which accompanied the
signature sheets, reiterated the CHRC’s position. “We believe that these boundaries will
arbitrarily resegregate Negro Catholics. . . . We further believe that this action is not
canonically justifiable, and does not serve the best interests of the Church, and is
incompatible with the teachings of the Church on inter-racial justice and Christian
charity.”63
The resistance of the clergy and women religious at certain parochial schools was
an ongoing issue for the CHRC. During the spring and summer of 1965, the CHRC spent
months securing places for two black teenager girls, Janet Horner and Valerie Milam, in
Immaculate Conception High School (IC). The principal of the high school, Sister Mary
Adrian, refused to return phone calls and essentially dodged representatives of the girls
and the CHRC. When she finally returned a call, it was to say that all spots were taken
and the girls’ names would be added to the waiting list. The CHRC immediately began
writing letters to various Church groups, including the motherhouse of the order charged
with IC, the Sisters of Mercy, and Bishop Adrian. By August, Monsignor John Elliot,
superintendent of the Memphis Catholic schools, assured the CHRC that the girls were in
fact, admitted. He said that it must have been “a scheduling slip,” rather than an overt act
of racial discrimination on the part of the sisters.64
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Late that same summer, Allegra Turner went to enroll her son, Eric, in
Immaculate Conception Elementary School. Although the Turners had long lived in St.
Augustine parish and attended mass there, the diocese sent word in 1964 that the parish
and its school would be folded into the adjacent white parish of St. Thomas, over the
objections of the pastors of both churches. Other local clergy supported the embattled
priests, but Bishop Adrian was adamant that the merger would take place. He rebuked
the priests, telling them to mind their own business and focus on work in their own
parishes. Publicly, the diocese presented the move as a good faith attempt to integrate
parishes; in reality it simply relocated the African American parish as the white
parishioners of St. Thomas moved to the new St. Joseph parish or to St. Paul’s parish in
Whitehaven.65 With the tumult and uncertainty surrounding the new parish, the Turners
did not believe that the quality of education would be the same and resented the attempts
to further isolate African American Catholics. They applied for a spot at IC in the spring
of 1965. The application was processed and approved with no objections. When school
opened in September, Eric Turner attended the first day of class and was assigned a seat.
The next day, however, the principal of IC informed Turner that Eric would have to
attend his home parish school and was not allowed to enter the classroom. Turner met
resistance from the priests and nuns at IC, who refused to discuss the matter. While Eric
waited in the car with his books, she made a few picket signs and began a one-woman
protest of Immaculate Conception. 66 The Church presented a united front, telling the
press that it was simply adhering to standard policy and that Turner was not a member of
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the IC parish. Turner responded forcefully. “I had obtained the principal’s permission
and the pastor’s. I registered my son last week. We were all set for school when the
principal called and said my son’s enrollment card had been voided.”67
Local Catholics sympathetic to Turner sought to pressure the church hierarchy,
and a few joined her picket line. Turner’ close friend and fellow CHRC member, Anne
Shafer, however, did not. Shafer’s commitment to social justice was not the issue; her
1963 invitation to Turner desegregated the local Diocesan Council of Catholic Women, a
major vehicle of dialogue between Catholic women and the hierarchy. Shafer’s recent
political appointment as chair of the City Beautiful Commission and her husband’s
reticence caused her to tread carefully. She did, however, visit Turner as she marched,
often alone, outside the school, with one sign hanging from around her neck and another
attached to a button on her collar. Shafer was spotted talking to Turner outside the school
one morning and local radio station WMPS raced to trumpet the news that the
chairwoman of the MCBC was joining the picket.68 Shafer responded in a polite, but
pointed rebuke to the station manager.
I was at the scene before the picketing began in the role of mediator. I later went
to talk with the pastor of the parish school. . . . I suppose your reporter thought
everyone at the scene would be marching . . . I think it serves no purpose to
publicize this type of information and it is misinformation when reported before
the facts are straight. . . . I hope you will understand this could have done a great
deal of harm – there is so much more involved other than what appears on the
surface.69
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The CHRC continued the pressure, but Turner eventually ended her protest
against IC. After achieving her goal of publicizing the discriminatory policies condoned
by the diocese, she enrolled her son in Father Leppert’s parish school, Little Flower,
which was already desegregated.70 In a statement released after she ended her protest,
she stated, “The demonstrations, for which I accept complete responsibility, were not
intended to be massive, just simple, individual protest.”71 Interestingly, newspaper
accounts of her picket featured her position as the wife of the NAACP president more
prominently than her status as a Catholic. She was well aware of this, noting, “We feel
we have accomplished our purpose, namely to publicize the extent to which a deliberate
injustice was leveled at a child, whose parents represented the real target.”72
The efforts of Turner and Leppert, supported by the CHRC, yielded results. By
February, 1966, at least 92 black children were enrolled in predominantly white parochial
schools.73 Loyce Winfield, a white Catholic who moved to the Little Flower parish in
order to join Leppert’s work, taught at Little Flower and recalls, “I taught Cubans,
Italians, Irish, blacks, all different nationalities. Little Flower was a multi-cultural parish
at a time when it was not popular to be multi-cultural.”74 With the desegregation of the
student population underway, the Council turned its attention to hiring discrepancies,
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especially among faculty. Msgr. Elliot was willing to discuss the matter, but hesitant to
move too quickly. The board wrote another letter to the Bishop, urging him to emphasize
to the Memphis school administrations the need to observe federal regulation regarding
hiring. Bishop Joseph Durick, the Coadjutor Bishop to an ailing Bishop Adrian,
responded that all schools had been instructed that no racial discrimination would be
tolerated in the hiring of faculty and staff for diocesan schools. Around the same time,
the CHRC was lobbying St. Joseph’s Catholic Hospital to desegregate its rooming
practices for patients, which met with some success.75
**********
The efforts of the CHRC to live their faith were often met with intense hostility
from the local clergy and fellow Catholics. Many of Leppert’s white parishioners
submitted empty donation envelopes in the collection plate while parish meetings
sometimes devolved into shouting matches.76 CHRC meetings moved from Little Flower
to CBC in an attempt to signal that the group had broad support and was not simply a
Leppert/Little Flower project. Even after the move to CBC, protestors continued to
infiltrate meetings with the intention of undermining the group. Despite its firm rooting
in the doctrine of Catholic Action, a doctrine designed as “a viable lifestyle alternative to
communism,” some deemed the CHRC “red.”77 One priest attempted to disrupt a
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meeting at CBC in an attempt to “save the Church from the clutches of Communism.”78
Eventually, the executive committee voted to require membership applications and cards
to prevent “undesirable people” from gaining entrance to meetings. They also opted to
select “a strong, brawny, sergeant-at-arms” and hire a guard to monitor the door.79
One priest in particular was vehemently opposed to the work of the CHRC. Fr.
Edwin Cleary of St. Paul the Apostle parish in south Memphis, the largest congregation
at the time, preached from the pulpit during his homilies that liberals advocating racial
equality were either dupes of, or active in, the great Communist conspiracy to undermine
American society.80 By “t[ying] his kite to the national issue of communism and thus
pose not as defender of corrupt Southern status quo, but as a guardian of the national
security,” Cleary explicitly linked advocacy of racial equality to treason. 81 He wrote, “In
regard to the Negro-White conflict now in progress in the United States, it has been
learned that this racial warfare is not a natural development. It is not spontaneous. The
complete organization of this business is the work of a criminal organization. It is under
the central direction and this direction is not located in our country. The purpose in
causing race conflict in the United States is to promote violence and subversion.”82 No
Catholic was safe from Cleary’s wrath. On August 4, 1963, Cleary openly labeled
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President John F. Kennedy, the first Catholic president, as a Socialist in a mimeographed
bulletin to his parish. “Too many Catholics accept JFK and his policies for the simple
reason he is a Catholic….the truth is he is a Catholic in name only….By conviction, he is
a Socialist….because to him [Socialism] was the way to power.”83 Although Cleary
purported that the response to his missives was overwhelmingly favorable, after six
weeks he advised his parishioners it would be “wise and prudent for [him] to write about
other subjects.”84 Several families moved from St. Paul’s parish because of Cleary’s
activities.85
This did not stop Cleary from attacking the left, Catholic and non-Catholic.
Instead, he used his position as head of the attached parochial school and his homilies at
mass to expose the traitors and dupes. In 1964, St. Paul’s, among several other Catholic
schools, showed three films “billed as anti-Communist.”86 Produced by Harding College,
then a small private, Christian college in rural Arkansas, the films were accompanied by
literature that was openly right-wing. The films were screened in Shelby County Schools
and literature was distributed to children after the films stating, “I accuse the Kennedys of
betraying our allies and best friends in favor of enemies, cannibals, and savages. …Like
Hitler, Khrushchev, and Castro, the NAACP people sometimes succumb to their own
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arrogance….these things would be laughable if the NAACP didn’t have help . . . from
school board members inclined to theoretical do goodery . . . from a few misguided
church officials.” The pamphlets were so incendiary that County Court member Tom
Mitchell commented that while the movies themselves were not necessarily
objectionable, “[I]t appears now the movies are only a front for passing out this literature.
… I would hate to be a Jewish child and read some of that anit-semitic [sic] junk.”87
Eventually, the county school system banned the showing of “any film by outside
agencies in county classrooms.” Although Catholic officials defended the films and
denied any knowledge of the literature, many parents were not convinced, particularly
considering the previous actions of Cleary and other clergy.88 The newspaper coverage
of the controversy as well as reports from fellow Catholics prompted Ann Shafer and
other concerned parents to write a letter to Bishop Adrian. Of primary concern was the
source of the films. The local distributor of the films, Bill Nash, admitted to the Christian
Brothers he was a member of the John Birch Society, which prompted CBC to decline to
screen the films.89 Shafer reiterated to the bishop her belief that “[i]t is difficult to
reconcile the Birch-type philosophy …with the teaching of Pacem In Terris,” a papal
encyclical promoting universal peace and justice.90 In response, Father Elliot,
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superintendent of Memphis’s parochial schools, wrote a scathing letter to Bishop Adrian,
labeling Shafer as “irresponsible.” He did not believe “anyone can find any serious
objections to the films unless they [had] communistic interest at heart.”91 The objections
of Shafer and other Catholics to the actions of Elliot, Cleary, and other clergy only
intensified their reactionary behavior. Friends at St. Paul’s relayed to Shafer that Cleary
called her and other progressive Catholics out by name as Communists and Communist
sympathizers.92
The reasons why a priest such as Cleary would attack fellow Catholics so
viciously and publicly is rooted in the Church itself. The brutal repression and
persecution of religion by the Soviets in predominantly Catholic Eastern Europe
convinced The Vatican, and hence Catholics, that “Godless communism” must be
opposed at all costs. Liberal and conservative Catholics were almost obsessively anticommunist, believing that it represented the greatest of all dangers to both the Church
and the Republic; militant anti-communism became an article of faith which usually
united both sides. This fervent anti-communism melded in the public mind with the civil
rights movement; to Catholics, nonviolent civil disobedience methods employed by
activists such as Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., were often indistinguishable from
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communist-inspired tactics.93 Attacks on progressive Catholics were also rooted in the
Church’s demographics as well as its teachings; many Catholics were second-generation
Americans who still had family in now Soviet-controlled areas. “The combined religious
and ethnic roots of American Catholic anticommunism propelled Catholic
anticommunists toward extreme expressions of anticommunist ideology. . . .The Vatican
made sure that American Catholics never forgot the centrality of this issue.”94 But many
Catholics, after the election of one of their own to the White House in 1960, began to see
social issues as more central to their faith than anti-Communism. As Catholics moved
into mainstream America with positions of political and social prominence, respectability
rather than dogmatic adhesion to outdated rhetoric drove their public and private
positions. The hysteria of McCarthyism was relegated to the fringes of the Catholic
community, although obviously pockets of fervent, almost maniacal anti-Communism
remained.95
Shafer’s refusal to abide by the status quo caused her great personal grief. Few
priests were accepting and encouraging, not only because of the political aspects and the
ever-present specter of Communism, but because of her gender. She reflected, “The
women are taught not to do anything until asked, to be rubber stamps for the priests, take
no initiative. Fr. Wiley said, ‘It’s my duty to keep women under control.’ My political
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training made me more aggressive than other Catholic women.. . . . The priests believed
only qualified Catholics should get involved so they wouldn’t give the wrong the
impression. They selected who would go out – never anyone who said anything but ‘yes,
Father.’ They talked to me like ‘It’s not your turn to talk.’”96 A chastising response from
Bishop Adrian highlighted Shafer’s refusal to graciously submit to the authority of the
hierarchy: “Christ gave the authority and commission to decide matters of faith and
morals, and to teach [to the apostles and their successors, the Popes and bishops]. . ..
Christ did not give these powers to the priests or religious or laity. . . . No power on Earth
can change this order and mandate of Christ. . . . The Church is infallible.” 97
Because of her intense devotion to the Church and her belief that, like Dorothy
Day, she was simply living her faith, Shafer was mystified by the local clergy’s animosity
to racial integration and vehement anger towards white Catholics who supported civil
rights. She began to earnestly study Catholic theology, searching for justifications to use
in her fight with Cleary and his ilk. She relied heavily on the same encyclicals cited by
the Catholic Workers, but rather than reading them narrowly and applying their precepts
solely to alleviation of poverty, she argued they also should be applied to the cause of
racial justice.98 In a letter to Monsignor Flanigan, editor of the Nashville Register, Shafer
asked, “Will we let the myth that ‘socialism and integration of the races is aiding
communism’ deter us from helping a God-fearing nation provide equal opportunity and
social justice for all, and at the same time the right of all to the good use of free enterprise
96
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and personal profit? All it takes is moderation and compromise - not of our principles,
but of our personal desires. ‘To whom much has been given, much is expected.’”99
Rather taking Cleary and the bishop’s public rebuke as a good, “Yes Father” Catholic,
Shafer broke with the prevailing Catholic response and defended herself and her fellow
liberals. Shafer, a member of Holy Rosary parish in east Memphis, attended mass at St.
Paul’s to verify the reports from friends about Cleary’s activities. She asked the bishops
to address the issue of “clergy [who] make reckless statements about laymen who are
conscientiously doing their worldly tasks.”100 Bishop Adrian, who was seriously ill,
relayed her concerns to Monsignor Harold Shea, who served as the Dean of West
Tennessee.101 In a very personal letter to Shea, Shafer detailed the crisis of faith the
recent events precipitated. “I consider myself a fellow lay apostle. . . .I want to be
assured that something will be done to guarantee layman the right to a proper hearing
when they believe things are unjust and uncharitable in the ranks of the Church
Authority. When such conditions can exist and continue uncorrected, even ignored or
justified …that is official action of the church and it is a scandal and a danger to the Faith
of all of us.”102
Shafer was not alone in her objections to the actions of local clergy. Shea later
confirmed that members of St. Paul’s parish had repeatedly written to Bishop Adrian in
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Nashville to protest Cleary’s actions. Despite the complaints, Cleary continued railing
against Communist dupes from the pulpit. His tirades spilled out of the Catholic
community, as local newspapers began to cover his sermons. By September, the
Commercial Appeal, hardly a liberal newspaper, reported that Cleary had again been
reported to the bishop, this time for endorsing the John Birch Society in a homily and
exhorting his parishioners to vote for Barry Goldwater in the upcoming presidential
election.103 Cleary denied the accusations, insisting that the Birch Society was “a fine,
first class organization,” and his extolling its virtues from the pulpit did not constitute an
endorsement.104 Many local Memphians, Catholic and non-Catholic, disagreed and
began to question the response of the diocese to the ongoing scandal. In an editorial in
the Commercial Appeal, Elinor Kelley pointed out that “In the Roman Catholic Church,
pulpit freedom is determined by the bishop of a diocese. . . .How far a man can go into
politics from his pulpit rests ultimately with his bishop.”105 Shafer and other Catholics
had been openly questioning Bishop Adrian’s ability, and desire, to curtail the actions of
right-leaning priests for years. Brother Terrence McLaughlin, principal at CBC,
remembered Adrian actively writing articles for known right-wing publications. He
speculated that if Adrian was not a member of the John Birch Society, “he was certainly a
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supporter.”106 As Adrian became increasingly ill, his coadjutor bishop, Joseph Durick,
helped administer the diocese, but he had little power to reverse Adrian’s ultimate
decisions.107 Bishop Adrian’s defense of Cleary reinforced the perception of Adrian as a
right-wing reactionary. In an open letter to the members of St. Paul’s parish, Adrian
supported Cleary, saying he “[has] no reason for criticizing Father Cleary” for speaking
against the evils of Atheistic Communism from the pulpit. He did however, caution
Cleary not to discuss politics in his role as priest. He also suggested that there was doubt
as to whether the John Birch Society qualified as a political organization. “Is the John
Birch Society a political organization? You answer that. We have some Catholic
bishops and priests who approve of the things that the society is trying to do; we have
others who do not. It is an open question.”108
Adrian’s response did not satisfy progressive Catholics. Shafer abhorred the
charge of “red.” Although she did not embrace tenets of Communism such as atheism,
she most resented the connotations of the charge. Fellow Southern progressive Anne
Braden, an Episcopalian but supportive of progressive Catholics, knew all too well the
damage the charge of “red” caused. “It is when communists (or any other group) are
outlawed, cast in outer darkness, and set apart . . . that they…become, in the public mind,
shadowy and ill-defined, the personification of evil and wrong. And people, in all their
frailty, identify such proclaimed demons with any one or any idea they fear and hate. To
106
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the business executive, that may be a labor leader; to the army general, it may be a
pacifist …and to the segregationist, it most certainly is the integrationist.”109 Defenders of
the status quo labeled the opposition as communist in order to instill fear into society as
well as stifle the larger discussion.110
With apparent support, or at best ambivalence, from Nashville, Cleary continued
to denigrate Shafer and the CHRC. With a bishop unwilling to address the issue, Shafer
pursued the matter at the Vatican level. In a letter to the Apostolic Delegate to the United
States, Cardinal Egidio Vagnozzi, Shafer wrote of her concerns, as well as those of other
progressive Catholics in Memphis. “The content of the printed “Epistles,” etc., is
diametrically opposed to everything we stand for as individuals and as members of the
Catholic Human Relations Council. . . . Those of us who took the direction of the Church
to heart have been abused or ignored. We think it is past time that the Diocesan clergy
became ‘doers’ and showed some evidence of their own Faith. . . .[Adrian] apparently is
easily persuaded by those close to him – this has been true in other areas and we think his
advisors have convinced him that we are not ready for progress in the areas of race
relations.”111
The persistent attacks against the CHRC and individual Catholics frustrated
Shafer. It was difficult not to take it personally. “I was singled out, by Cleary and others,
accused because of my high visibility and because I had gone to the Apostolic Delegate,
in Washington, D.C, and to the pope, to plead my case, defend my integrity, and speak on
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behalf of black and white friends whom I knew to be not party to any Communist plot,”
Shafer recalled. “Cleary, hysterical and shaking, came to two public meetings to confront
the Catholic Human Relations Council, particularly one young priest and myself.”112 She
continued writing to Bishop Adrian for redress, despite the apparent futility. “I get no
satisfaction from pursuing a course that I know will only get me in more trouble and
cause me more heartache – even additional disgrace, but I cannot live with myself if I do
not stand firm in my beliefs. . . .You know I have nothing to lose any more – before I had
my good name, now I do not have that so I shall do or say whatever the Holy Spirit leads
me to do or say.”113
Her exasperation with the entrenched conservatism and patriarchy of the Church
became more palpable in her letters to the bishop. In February 1965, she again wrote to
Bishop Adrian asking that Cleary be stopped from causing “unfair, unjust and untrue
stories to be circulated.” She stated they were “slanderous because they claim I am
‘pink,’ and a socialist.” She asserted that she is not “proud, disrespectful, or disobedient,”
but a dedicated Catholic who was being unfairly treated by “priests who think they do not
need to ask a person what they think, or what they mean by what they say.” Cleary
targeted any dissenter as a communist or a nut, and misused his authority as a priest.
Shafer implored the Bishop to “clear up some of these false reports so that we can begin
to try to work together for the same purpose.”114 Bishop Adrian’s ensuing silence
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prompted her to address his Coadjutor, Bishop Durick, sending him a synopsis of her
complaints and the actions of Cleary and other similarly aligned priests. Without
explicitly citing Adrian’s failures, she assured Durick that she believed he “will give this
diocese the leadership and the example that is so urgently needed.”115
Although the charge of communism was serious, an overriding objection to
Shafer and other activists was their gender. The Church at large did not regard female
political activism as appropriate behavior for Catholic women, even though many
Catholic women did not embrace the apolitical and domestically centered feminine ideal
of the post WWII era due in large part to their interpretation of their faith. Catholic
Action organizations such as the CHRC offered Catholic women an opportunity to
transcend gender roles and expand political awareness and activism.116 Many, such as
Anne Shafer and Allegra Turner, seized these opportunities and became very visible, high
profile community leaders who were no longer content to be an “extension of the arm of
the clergy . . . an arm, without a brain, or a nerve, controlled and manipulated by the
clergy.”117 Despite the objections of more conservative clergy like Adrian and Cleary, the
Vatican itself soon provided cover for the movement of Catholic women, lay and
religious, into the public sphere.
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Chapter 5
Catholic Action
Blessed are they who will mourn in sorrow.
They will be comforted.
Bless us, O Lord, when we share their sorrow.
Bless us, O Lord, our God.1
The social turmoil of the 1960s, created in part by the escalation of the civil rights
movement, was not the only contentious issue facing Southern Catholics. In an effort to
revitalize and modernize the Church, Pope John XXIII called an ecumenical council to
explore and address the role of the Church in an increasingly polarized, industrialized,
and secularized world. The reforms of the council, known as Vatican II, simultaneously
repulsed, liberated, frustrated, and inspired millions of American Catholics. Lasting from
1962-1965, Vatican II not only redefined the Church’s relationship to the world and other
religious faiths; it also radically altered the relationship between clergy and congregation
and expanded the role of the laity in the life of the Church. One of the most controversial
topics with potentially explosive repercussions, however, was the position of women, lay
and religious, in the Church. Much like the contemporaneous civil rights movement, the
changes wrought by Vatican II transformed many Southern Catholic women, forever
transfiguring their perceptions of themselves, their abilities, and their position within
their faith.
Women religious such as Sr. Adrian Hofstetter exemplified the ambiguous role of
women in the traditional Catholic Church. Hofstetter considered herself to be the logical
product of her faith-infused education and her ecclesiastical training – a “new nun”
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engaged with the greater community. Hofstetter named Siena College as the inspiration
for much of her activity. Founded by the Dominican order in 1851 and originally named
St. Agnes, the school first operated as an elementary and secondary school. In 1918, St.
Agnes began offering college-level courses, culminating in the founding of St. Agnes
College in 1922, the first Catholic women's college in the Diocese of Nashville and the
only female liberal arts college in Memphis. It was also the first college in Memphis to
offer evening classes for working adults, including nuns who taught in the parochial
schools and staffed the hospitals. The college grew and was eventually renamed Siena
College in 1938.2 Siena College not only offered educational and leadership
opportunities for Catholic women, both lay and religious, but also served as an incubator
for the progressive social justice theologies emerging within the greater Church between
the world wars. Sister Margaret Marie Hofstetter, Sr. Adrian’s biological sister and also
an alumna of Siena, recalled their formative experiences at Siena. “One of the greatest
gifts of Siena College was its faculty. . . . Sister Leo Marie and Sister Aquinata were very
special and they both instilled such an awareness of social justice.”3 Sr. Adrian and other
nuns teaching at Siena and St. Agnes in the 1960s attempted to continue this tradition. A
former student at Siena, Suzanne Elmore McDearmon, called Hofstetter “a beacon of
2
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light at St. Agnes because [she] encouraged original thought in an atmosphere where
philosophers . . . were banned.”4
The presence and influence of a progressive such as Hofstetter within a
conventionally perceived repressive, authoritative institution such as a Catholic school
reflects the dualistic nature and position of women religious in the Church itself. It
further symbolizes the paradoxical position of nuns within the greater society. Nuns were
considered laypersons in the church; formal power, via ordination, was, and still is,
restricted to men. Their gender required a physical separation not only from the male
hierarchy in Rome, but also in local parishes. Isolation from power allowed female
religious orders to develop ministries based on their own perceptions and initiatives,
rather than from the demands of superior male clerics. This autonomy led to a female
institutional and apostolic presence that became critical to the development, evolution,
and survival of the Church. Individual orders nurtured strong leaders, such as Hofstetter,
who were unafraid to confront intellectual, physical, and spiritual frontiers.5 Despite
their subordinate position, the Church recognized sisters as religious professionals and
expected them to contribute their talents and efforts to the furthering of both their order’s
mission and the overall well-being of the one holy apostolic church.6 They were expected
to receive professional training and/or education, even though the vast majority of
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Catholic institutions of higher learning were closed to them until the 1950s and 1960s.
Nuns held a unique place in Catholic society – they exercised a personal autonomy few
women enjoyed, unprecedented access to higher education, and were beloved for their
compassion and exemplary morality. The expectation of professionalization stood in
stark contrast to the traditional perception of sisters as the epitome of feminine within a
world of patriarchal hegemony – docile, submissive, self-effacing, and unworldly.
Sisters who openly defied the duality of their existence risked their place within the
greater Catholic community.7
In Catholic community institutions, men took leading roles, primarily due to the
hierarchical and deferential nature of the Church.8 The Catholic faith conditioned women
to exhibit the virtues of humility, patient suffering, and reverence for and deference to
males, especially priests. Men comprised the boards of the orphanages, hospitals, and
schools; men distributed charity packages and visited the infirm on behalf of the Church.9
Though various orders of sisters founded and staffed Catholic institutions, it was always
under the auspices of the diocese, with a priest as the titular authority. Especially in the
South, Catholic churches restricted the sphere of influence of their female congregants, a
sharp contrast to the vibrant Protestant female-led relief and reform efforts. Those
Catholic women who defied these gender-based norms risked retribution – chastisement,
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punishment, humiliation, and ostracism – from the Church hierarchy as well as the
Catholic laity.10
The one avenue that afforded Catholic women a measure of power and status
within the larger Catholic community was the taking of religious orders. The women
religious governed themselves with relative autonomy, concentrating their missionary
efforts primarily in service areas such as nursing and education. The nuns active in
Memphis in were no exception. The teaching sisters of various orders established,
managed, and staffed the majority of the parochial schools and hospitals of the Memphis
Catholic community.
Hofstetter perceived her position as a nun an impetus for social activism. “I see
Catholic sisters as being freer than anybody else to take the necessary risks to help
restructure society. . . . they are free of money worries, occupational worries, family ties,
freer than even the priests.”11 Hofstetter’s use of her position within an institution such
as Siena was not unusual for women seeking avenues to traditionally male-dominated
provinces. Low-risk institutional participation – working with organizations, often with
some religious affiliation – offered a means for white women to contribute to the civil
rights movement without placing their economically, socially, and politically privileged
positions in serious jeopardy. Some white women, such as Adrian Hofstetter and Anne
Shafer, provocatively used the institutions as mechanisms for social change. They
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nonetheless faced ostracization and repercussions.12 Although Hofstetter initially feared
alienating her superiors within the order, her belief that she must practice her faith
through works, a central tenet of Catholicism, drove her to take risks. Her willingness to
expose herself to public scrutiny and possible violence, as well as her sincere religious
inspiration, possessed an infectious quality. Joe Young, who met Hofstetter through his
uncle, remembers her encouragement and example. “She guided you to believe in things
far beyond what you thought you were capable of. She was a courageous person. If you
knew she was there, you knew you were safe.”13 He recalled her urging him to attend
marches and meetings. “And there I was fourteen, fifteen years old, in this march!”14
Hofstetter’s difficulty in acquiescing to the expectations of her Church and
society caused her great difficulty, professionally and personally. Despite her order’s
directive to become an educator, Hofstetter never abandoned social justice issues. “When
I entered religious life, I promised God that I would, with God’s help, respond to any
cause that I thought was the one that God asked of me.”15 Hofstetter worked closely with
Helen Caldwell Day Riley as well as other progressive Catholics and non-Catholics to
address the needs of the marginalized in the early 1950s.16 Her order transferred her to
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various places to teach during the late 1950s, but by the mid-1960s, she found herself
back in Memphis, teaching at both Christian Brothers University and Siena College. She
continued her social justice work, supporting the work of the Catholic Human Relations
Council, and renewed her work with ecumenical groups addressing poverty in Memphis.
Hofstetter recalled her family’s reaction to her activism: “Mother was always fine with
anything we did, but my brother was, he was much more conservative. But he always
sent me the money to do whatever I did.” 17 The escalation of the civil rights movement
saw increased pressure on nuns and clergy to remember their places: Although Hofstetter
desperately wished to march at Selma in 1965, the motherhouse of her order denied all
requests. She obeyed.18 Her later defiance of her superiors ironically has its roots in the
Church itself, much like her devotion to social justice.
**********
Through Vatican II, the Catholic Church attempted a “rapprochement with the
modern secular world.”19 From 1962 to 1965, thousands of priests, bishops, cardinals,
and Catholic theologians met in Rome to update and reform the Church’s practices, or as
Pope John XXIII described it, “open the church’s windows to let in a breath of fresh
air.”20 Not only was Vatican II the largest and perhaps most productive of the many
17
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Vatican councils, it was also the first council that allowed large numbers of lay, women
religious, and non-Catholics to attend and observe the Council’s sessions.21 The council
was part of the Church’s attempt to prove that the Catholic Church was not just a
powerful hierarchy, “an empty legal structure kept alive by inertia and blind obedience to
its rules.” Vatican II issued a “call for a conversion of heart and attitude . . . It is not
trying to build a new logical extension on an old philosophical-theological base,” but to
recast traditional Catholic theology and philosophy in language and rituals that resonated
and connected with a 20th century congregation and society.22 The documents that came
from these sessions revolutionized the Catholic Church and profoundly impacted
American Catholics. There were tangible changes – the priest faced the congregation,
rather than the altar, while saying Mass; meat was allowed on Fridays except for the
Lenten season; the Mass was said in a vernacular language rather than Latin; the mantilla
was no longer de rigueur for women.23 Perhaps more revolutionary were the underlying
changes in conceptions of church and community, and the relationship between the two.
Vatican II attempted to refine “the Church's mission . . . to be one of service to
humankind to serve as an instrument for the unity of all humanity, and for the realization
of a more humane and just society.”24 The role of lay Catholics was expanded, with an
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expectation that they, “enlightened by Christian wisdom and giving close attention to the
teaching authority of the Church,” would take their own distinctive role. “Acknowledging
the demands of faith and endowed with its force, they will unhesitatingly devise new
enterprises, where they are appropriate, and put them into action.”25 The documents of
Vatican II also emphasized a greater spirit of ecumenicalism and a desire for a more
global Church, bringing the myriad cultures of Catholics into the liturgy.26 For American
Catholics involved with social and racial justice issues, Vatican II’s injunctions
legitimized their work and provided them additional theological grounding in their
struggles with fellow Catholics over desegregation and integration. For many activist
clergy, a parish’s success was tied to its ability to address social justice issues.27
Vatican II’s realignment of the Church extended to the role of women, as well.
The Council stated that the missionary zeal that fueled the Church’s growth in the
underdeveloped world should also impel the religious to engage their secular
communities. “Let religious men and women, and the laity too, show the same fervent
zeal toward their countrymen, especially toward the poor.”28 In Perfectae Caritatis, Pope
Paul VI, appointed after the death of John XXIII, decreed that “The manner of living,
praying and working should be suitably adapted everywhere, but especially in mission
25
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territories, to the modern physical and psychological circumstances of the members and
also, as required by the nature of each institute, to the necessities of the apostolate, the
demands of culture, and social and economic circumstances.”29 Women religious took
the papal commands seriously, reexamining all religious work in the light of the
teachings of Vatican II, “and inevitably concluding that this required addressing the racial
and social justice needs of their immediate communities. Many orders that established
mission schools in ethnic, immigrant areas in the early 1900s found themselves situated
in the heart of the new mission area, the urban ghetto.30
Vatican II heralded change not only for the vowed religious and clergy, but for
the laity as well:
each according to his own gifts of intelligence and learning-to be more diligent in
doing what they can to explain, defend, and properly apply Christian principles to
the problems of our era in accordance with the mind of the Church. . . . The
temporal order must be renewed in such a way that, without detriment to its own
proper laws, it may be brought into conformity with the higher principles of the
Christian life and adapted to the shifting circumstances of time, place, and
peoples. Preeminent among the works of this type of apostolate is that of
Christian social action which the sacred synod desires to see extended to the
whole temporal sphere, including culture. . . . Since in our times women have an
ever more active shale in the whole life of society, it is very important that they
participate more widely also in the various fields of the Church's apostolate.31
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American progressive Catholics viewed the Church “with a greater sense of relativity: it
is historically conditioned, imperfect morally and religiously, a learning community
being taught by the Spirit through continuing historical experiences.” The theological and
doctrinal changes brought by the council freed them from outdated dogma, allowing a
rethinking of not only who belonged in the Church, but what actually constituted the
Church.32 More conservative clergy and laity, however, struggled to reconcile the “new
Church” with long-standing perceptions of the traditional Church, resulting in an
underlying tension between the two sides. More conservative Catholics fought against
sweeping reforms, arguing that John XXII did not mandate immediate, fundamental
change, but a thoughtful reconsideration. Progressive theologians, clergy, religious, and
laity, however, seized the opening presented by Vatican II, pushing for rapid
modernization and secularization. They reasoned that the problems facing the Church,
and society, warranted immediate action rather than prolonged discussion.33
**********
Ann Shafer, inspired by Vatican II, redoubled her efforts to “to exercise [her]
apostolate in the world like leaven, with the ardor of the spirit of Christ.”34 In 1966, she
became the first Memphis Catholic to actively participate in a local Church Women
United program, leading the prayer service at Community Day, fulfilling Vatican II’s
Eugene C. Bianchi, “John XXIII, Vatican II, and American Catholicism,” Annals of the
American Academy of Political and Social Science: The Sixties: Radical Change in American
Religion 387: (January 1970): 31.
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charge to create a more ecumenical community.35 Her earlier activities with the CHRC
had attracted the ire of Fr. Cleary and other conservatives and defenders of the status quo.
Now, her entrance into higher profile public positions of political influence, which she
interpreted Vatican II as encouraging, exacerbated the situation. She accepted an
appointment as Chairman of the Memphis City Beautiful Commission (MCBC) in 1964.
Seen as a women’s “do-gooder” organization by many, the MCBC was a deceptively
powerful instrument of reform. Its roots in the Crump political machine did not negate its
contributions to the city’s overall health and safety. In the 1920s and 30s, Memphis’s
reputation as a dirty river town was an impediment to progress, specifically economic
progress. Observing the physical recoil of passengers on a railcar as they passed the
Memphis riverfront inspired Crump to launch an audacious plan - a governmental
department, staffed and run by women, charged with building and maintaining standards
of community health, safety, and beauty. The Memphis City Beautiful Commission was
created through an enabling ordinance written at the behest of Crump and then-Mayor
Watkins Overton.36 The mission of the MCBC was to focus “on depressed social
conditions and their effects, and on improving them.”37
The idea of affluent white women taking up a “do-gooder” cause was not new to
Memphis. As Marsha Wedell discusses, despite the tendency of historians to portray
southern women as merely auxiliaries to their men, such movements existed in Memphis
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as early as 1875.38 But to have these women serving as official representatives of the
municipal government was a novel twist. The earliest leaders were chosen from the
upper echelons of Memphis society: the first chairwoman was Mrs. E.G. Willingham, a
daughter of one of the area’s leading cotton families, and a woman noted for her civic
and cultural activities.39 It was the tenure of the second chair, Mrs. Margaret Fowler,
however, that made the MCBC a household fixture in Memphis. Although not a radical
by conventional measure, Fowler was extremely active outside the home and valued her
independence. She stated, “When people marry, they seek happiness and harmony;
infringement of one on the independence of the other would destroy both.”40 She held
memberships in the most prestigious clubs such as the Nineteenth Century Club and the
Memphis chapter of the Daughters of the American Revolution, and she served as a
board member of various groups including the Mid-South Fair.41
Under Fowler, the MCBC was unique not only because of the prominent position
of women, but because of its de facto stand on racial segregation. Housed in the back
rooms of the Nineteenth Century Club building on Union Avenue, the MCBC evaded the
legal racial segregation of municipal buildings.42 MCBC meetings and offices were
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integrated until the Commission’s move to newer quarters in the old City Hall building
downtown in 1950.43 Utilizing a team of inspectors, the MCBC went neighborhood to
neighborhood, black and white, encouraging residents to clean up derelict properties and
beautify their own. It supported the founding of neighborhood garden clubs that oversaw
activities in designated areas. These clubs blossomed under Fowler’s leadership – from
one in 1930 to more than sixty by 1947. The MCBC also oversaw school-based activities
to instill a sense of civic pride in the youth of Memphis. City officials visited schools,
talking to children about the importance of maintaining a litter-free city. Checklists were
distributed to parents listing potential health hazards and ways to make Memphis a safer
place to live. The efforts of the MCBC and its citizens were rewarded with a sense of
pride in their city’s refurbished reputation as well as with numerous national awards for
“America’s Cleanest City.”44
Although the MCBC did not segregate its offices for its early years, it was active
in the Jim Crow South and therefore had to conform to societal expectations and norms.
The MCBC organized a separate Negro division to supervise activities in the
predominantly black neighborhoods of the city between 1940 and 1942. The white
Commission members selected the leaders of the Negro branch from the upper echelons
of black society, just as the white leaders were. The Negro division and its leaders,
however, were subordinate to the main body in every sense. The black women organized
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City Beautiful Clubs to encourage sanitation and beautification in their neighborhoods,
often duplicating the programs sponsored by their white counterparts. There were black
board members as well as black inspectors who interacted as near-equals with whites on a
daily basis. The inclusion of blacks in the decision-making process was another example
of Crump’s influence. Under Crump, blacks were allowed to vote in Memphis elections,
provided, of course, that they voted for the appropriate candidate. Crump’s machine
often paid the poll taxes for indigent black residents in order to keep them on the voting
rolls.45 This symbiotic relationship resulted in modern parks, community centers, and
schools in black neighborhoods at a time when separate remained definitively unequal.46
The separate but equal precept was theoretically overturned in 1954 by the
Supreme Court’s decision in Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas. The
gradualism of the federal government’s response, however, allowed many cities to make
their own way towards desegregation in the post-Brown era. Memphis prided itself on its
comparatively quiet move towards legal desegregation of public accommodations and
schools, which earned it a national reputation for racial progress through law and order.47
As Little Rock convulsed with violence, Memphis seemingly dismantled its de jure
system of racial segregation. But old traditions died hard. Even with the laws removed
from the books, de facto segregation of schools, housing, and municipal programs
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continued. The MCBC maintained its separate Negro division, even as it remained a
valuable vehicle for inter-racial cooperation and understanding. MCBC volunteers, black
and white, traveled freely in neighborhoods for years and continued to do so.48 “No one
ever tried to insult me in connection with my work . . . it was all in how you approached
people, and I always looked for the beautiful, even there was none, and I approached
them with a smile,” remembered former MCBC inspector Miley Johnikan about her trips
into white neighborhoods as a black woman working for the MCBC.49 Despite the
election of avowed segregationist Henry Loeb as mayor in 1960, factions of Memphis
politics and society were moving towards the inevitable reality of desegregation. A
member of this vanguard was Anne Shafer.
By 1964, Shafer’s civic work with the League of Women Voters, the Democratic
Party, and her neighborhood garden club, Sprig and Twig, prompted newly elected
reformist Mayor William B. Ingram to ask Public Works Commissioner T.E. “Pete”
Sisson to appoint Shafer as chair of City Beautiful. She encouraged Sisson to appoint
blacks to serve as commissioners on the MCBC, a position denied to them by previous
administrations. What got the attention of reactionary whites in the community,
including former Mayor Henry Loeb, however, was the rearranging of her office
furniture. Her first day as chair, she went to her office in City Hall. She noticed several
vacant desks and noted the presence of all the white employees she was to supervise, but
did not see the two black women that she knew were on staff, Miley Johnikan and
Theresa Manning. She opened a closet door and was shocked to find the two inspectors
sharing the space with a long coat rack, a file cabinet and their two desks. She
48
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immediately instructed the women to move into the larger room and choose one of the
empty desks. Shafer recalled:
This action created City Hall’s first integrated office . . .. Except for the
executive secretary seated in the reception area, the women showed no
signs of disagreement. It seemed like a natural move and no one
registered any surprise. It was an emotional moment for me. A few
people from other offices came by just to look in the door, say hello, and
leave. I felt a sense of dignity and integrity . . . for all of us. It fit my
concept of “values.” 50
Shafer also essentially eliminated the separate Negro Division. “When official programs
began, we made no distinctions; all people were included in all programs.”51
Shafer took the integration of the MCBC public with the annual Clean-Up, FixUp, Paint-Up Parade. In previous years, white bands from area high schools headed the
parade while black bands came last after the municipal vehicles such as fire engines.
Participation from the black schools was minimal at best. In 1964, however, black and
white bands alternated positions within the parade. Marion Hale, Recreation Director of
the Memphis Parks Commission, commented that “We have never had so many bands,
nor been so diverse.” The poster contest was also integrated, with entries by
schoolchildren of both races displayed side-by-side in the gallery at the Memphis
Academy of Art.52
Shafer continued her personal crusade. The annual awards luncheon that
recognized outstanding neighborhood groups and projects was traditionally split: the
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white participants/nominees were fêted at a swanky downtown hotel restaurant while
black invitees were recognized at a smaller gathering at a black church hall or school
auditorium. For her first luncheon as chair of the MCBC, Shafer sent the same invitation
to the luxurious Claridge House Hotel in downtown Memphis to all honorees, regardless
of race. Although Shafer claims not to have realized the implications of her decisions
until later, it was no doubt obvious to all who attended the luncheon that day. “Some
whites did walk away when they got off the elevator and saw the racially mixed group,
she recalled. “We did lose some white participation after that, but black participation
increased.”53
There were more hurdles to come. A major annual event of the MCBC was the
Miss City Beautiful Pageant. Co-sponsored by the Memphis Area Junior Chamber of
Commerce (the Jaycees), the official Miss City Beautiful title was reserved for white
girls; a black contestant was named Bronze Queen. Allegra Turner, although a close
friend of Shafer’s, chose to formally write to Shafer as chairperson of MCBC to inform
her that the black community would no longer participate in a segregated “Miss City
Beautiful” pageant.
To have a ‘Miss City Beautiful’ and then her Negro counterpart, ‘the
Bronze Queen,’ yet have one city, one commission, and one citizenry is
contrary to every democratic principle for which I stand and for which my
people strive and will continue to strive. . . I prefer . . . a single city-wide
civic activity without identifying labels which pertain to color.54
Shafer agreed and approached the Jaycees about possibly integrating the pageant.
She met a stone wall. Rather than be complicit in segregation, Shafer dropped the event
from the roster of official MCBC events. Although the black community was pleased
53
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with Shafer’s actions, the white community grew increasingly irritated. According to
Shafer, the president of the Jaycees at the time, Jack Morris, threatened her personally.
“We’ll see that you never get elected to anything in this town,” he reportedly told her
after she cancelled the contest. A neighbor, Bill Huettel, hurled insults at her, especially
after Shafer was pictured in the Press Scimitar in the company of black youths at a
MCBC event. “I guess you’re happy,” he said. “Got your picture in the paper with a
nigger.”55
Shafer’s dedication to integration mirrored the commitment shown by Ingram’s
administration at City Hall. His attempts at reform, not only in race relations but in the
very inner workings of all levels of the city government, brought the full weight of the
establishment against him. Some viewed Ingram’s vendetta against the status quo as a
personality disorder; the Commercial Appeal took a vocal stance against the mayor and
many began to lose faith in the reformist agenda. Moderate whites, key to any progress
on the racial front, saw Ingram as unstable and ineffective. Shafer disagreed with this
assessment. “I saw progress in race relations and open debate rather than ‘bickering.’
The white and black communities responsible for Ingram’s election were not unhappy
with ‘their’ candidate. But Ingram’s achievements and accomplishments went unnoticed
by his critics.”56 In a hotly contested election that saw the city government switch from a
commission format to a mayor-council format, Ingram went down in defeat in 1967 to a
resurgent Henry Loeb, who ran on an unabashedly segregationist platform.
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In another effort to live her faith and follow the directives of Vatican II, Shafer
left her position as chair of the MCBC to run for the new City Council the same year.57
As MCBC chairwoman, she helped the city garner national awards, and she had an
impressive political resume that included two terms as president of the League of Women
Voters, serving as a voting representative to the 1965 Tennessee Constitutional
Convention, and recognition as one of nine national “Woman Doers” honored by First
Lady Ladybird Johnson. Shafer positioned herself as a reformer who envisioned a
streamlined, consolidated city government that saw “all segments of the community . . .
fairly represented in policy-making and in implementation.” Her ideal “community of
neighbors working together building a great city” would be achieved by updated and
enforced zoning laws, improved and expanded recreational facilities, and the
establishment of a Human Relations Committee to coordinate public and private efforts
to address community issues.58 Her candidacy made waves nationally as her presence on
the ballot, alongside four other female candidates, signaled to some “a second suffragette
movement.” Shafer stated, “A woman’s influence on the panel is vital,” but realized
some would oppose her solely on the basis of her gender. “There are many men who
definitely think that a woman’s place is in the home. I feel that these men have
underestimated us from the very beginning and they are doing us a disservice . . . Sooner
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or later, they’ll have to be listening to what we women have to contribute.”59 The
campaign did not hinge on gender politics, however, but racial politics. Although the
most contentious issues in the campaign dealt with ostensibly color-neutral topics such as
annexation, consolidation of duplicate county and city services, and taxes, the racial
question was evident when open housing, urban renewal, and police brutality entered the
debate. The Memphis World, a newsweekly catering to the African American
community, reported on a “student invasion” of city hall to protest the unresponsiveness
of Shelby County and city government to repeated complaints of police brutality against
young African Americans.60
Shafer was well-known and respected within the community. The Memphis AFLCIO endorsed her, as did the Citizen’s Association of Memphis-Shelby County. 61 She
received the official endorsement of the Memphis World, who reminded readers Shafer
“has made an outstanding contribution to Memphis.”62 Despite the backing of organized
labor as well as the support of elements of the African American community, she
ultimately lost her bid for the Council.63 She ran in a difficult category, an At-Large
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position which drew twelve candidates. Not only was she matched against another
progressive Catholic, Paul Vescovo, who received the endorsement of both the Tri-State
Defender and Memphis World, but also Wyeth Chandler, son of former mayor Walter
Chandler.64 The elder Chandler died shortly before the election and his son received a
substantial number of “sympathy” votes he might not otherwise have received. Although
Shafer fared well, fourth out of twelve, it was not enough to put her in a head-to-head
run-off with Chandler. That slot went to Vescovo. Shafer agreed with the contention
that “much of the campaigning centered on bitter denunciation of opponents,” and
maintained that segregationists conducted a smear campaign of racial slurs and innuendo
to undermine her support in white and Catholic enclaves.65
Even if she had not resigned as Chairwoman of the MCBC to run for office, it is
unlikely she would have been retained by Loeb. Her public support of integration ran
counter to Loeb’s “Down in Dixie” mantra. Shortly after taking office, Loeb stripped the
chair of the MCBC of much of her power, mandating that “nothing could go on in the
CBC that did not go over his desk.”66 Loeb’s animosity towards the MCBC was not just
about Shafer’s racial stance – there was a definite gender component. During his first
term from 1960 to 1963, he snidely commented that former chair Margaret Fowler had
too much power. In 1968, he included Anne Shafer in that category, adding “No woman
should have that much power.” The nationally recognized program was significantly
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scaled back and all interracial activities ceased. Shafer maintains that these actions
signaled to the predominantly black sanitation workers, who were very supportive of the
work of the MCBC, that Loeb was attempting to undo the progress made by Ingram,
Sisson, and Shafer. Events of the following two years bear out that assessment.67
**********
Although he previously held the positions of Public Works Commissioner as well
mayor, Henry Loeb appeared unaware of serious issues within the department as his
second term began. Low wages, unsafe working conditions, lack of advancement
opportunities, and de facto racial classification of jobs created a situation ripe for union
organizing. As Michael Honey relates, skilled crafts unions barred African Americans’
entry into those fields and the bulk of Memphis’s secondary labor market remained
unorganized.68 T.O. Jones, a public works employee, struggled to organize a local of the
American Federation of State, County, and Municipal Employees (AFSCME) for years.
Although the local held elections and attempted to collect dues, there was no formal
recognition by the city and no collective bargaining agreement. Grievances went through
the shop stewards, but the process was informal and not binding upon either side. The
plight of the sanitation workers, in particular, troubled Jones and other union leaders.
Most garbage men, almost exclusively black, made so little money that they qualified for
welfare and food stamps. Equipment was antiquated, conditions were dangerous, and the
rain-out procedure and pay provided a constant source of strain. A tragic accident on
February 1, 1968, precipitated a chain of events with national implications.
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It had been raining and the old garbage trucks were slick. One truck sent out on
its route had a history of trouble – but that did not stop two workers from taking shelter
within the outer walls of its huge barreled body as it rumbled back to the dump.
Somehow, the hydraulic ram that compacted the garbage deep within the bowels of the
truck had become engaged. The driver immediately pulled over, but he was too late. The
ram had snared the two men perched in the back of the truck and “it looked like the big
thing just swallowed” them.69 The two workers, listed as hourly employees, did not
qualify for state worker’s compensation nor could they afford the city’s voluntary life
insurance policy. The city did provide some compensation, but funeral expenses took
that, leaving the wives and families destitute and without a father and husband. Workrelated deaths in the public works division were rare, but these deaths were avoidable if
faulty equipment had been repaired or replaced. Iit was the last in a long list of
grievances the workers had with the new mayor and his administration. When Loeb took
office in 1968, he scrapped many of the changes made by Ingram and Pete Sisson and
reinstituted policies from his tenure as Public Works Commissioner, including a rain-out
policy that sent most black workers home, with just two hours of pay, at the discretion of
the white boss, while white supervisors stayed and a received a full day’s pay. Coupled
with a lack of sanitary facilities for the men after they finished their shifts and the
dangerous equipment, the tinder at the public works facilities only needed a match. The
deaths of the two workers provided that. On February 12, 1968, the men stopped
working. Those that showed up were turned around at the gates by their shop stewards.
In total, almost 1,300 African American public works employees simply said no to
Mayor Loeb and launched a wildcat strike.
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Although initial public reaction to the strike was muted, it infuriated Loeb. Long
an opponent of organized labor and no fan of civil rights activity, he was certain the
strike was an attempt by outside agitators to cause trouble in his otherwise racially
harmonious city. The national AFSCME officers were as aghast at the strike as Loeb.
There had been no planning, no consultation with the national. This was a spontaneous,
organic, indigenous strike in its purest form. Most of its members had little to no
education, much less experience organizing and maintaining a strike. What they did have
was a cause. AFSCME Local 1733, an unrecognized, poorly financed shell of union,
refused to settle for anything less than full recognition by the city, substantial pay raises,
and job security. As its national scrambled to get men into Memphis to settle the strike,
Loeb made that settlement increasingly hard to obtain – there would be no union
recognition, no check off, no raises. The strike was illegal, period. There would be no
negotiations. With every boisterous occupation of a City Council meeting, with every
silent march of the men down Main Street wearing their “I Am A Man” placards, Loeb
became more intransigent. As the ranks swelled with supporters and the strike became
national news, it became difficult for Loeb to walk back from his positions. For many
white Memphians, the strike was a labor-management issue, cut and dried, and they
supported Loeb. A few, however, saw the garbage strike as not simply a civil rights
issue, but a social justice issue.
Shortly before the strike began, an article appeared in the Religion section of the
Commercial Appeal announcing a series of workshops for “those women newly
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concerned, or those long concerned, about raising children without prejudice.”70 Cosponsored by the National Conference on Christians and Jews, the Anti-Defamation
League of B’nai B’rith, and the Memphis Catholic Human Relations Council, the
workshops consisted of speakers, group discussions, role playing, and field trips, all
designed to create “a breakthrough in human relations and understanding.” Open to the
public with a minimal registration fee, the organizers, which included Anne Shafer,
hoped women of various religious, ethnic, and racial backgrounds would be able to build
bridges of understanding and stop the cycle of unconsciously raising children with
prejudice as well as lay the foundation for future action.71 Called Rearing Children of
Goodwill, the program of five weekly workshops, broken into morning and afternoon
sessions. The programs included topics such as “Psychology of Prejudice” and
“Influences on Our Children,” with local social workers and psychology professors
speaking to the group; “The White and Negro Worlds of Memphis” and “Areas of
Tension and Co-operation Between the Negro and White Worlds,” with NAACP activist
Maxine Smith and local white, liberal attorney Lucius Burch as guest speakers; “Who
Has the Answers For Memphis” and “The Leadership of the Churches,” featuring Rev. J.
L. Netters as well as local politicians; a tour of inner city day care centers; and two
brainstorming wrap-up sessions, “How Can We Help Our Children Meet the Challenge”
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and “Where Do We Go From Here?”72 The organizers were unsure of the response to the
workshop, but were optimistic. Joan Beifuss, a Catholic transplant from Chicago, wrote
to Burch that she had already heard from a couple of people who I would never have
suspected.”73 Before the eighty women registered for the workshop could attend the first
session slated for February 28, 1968, at Evergreen Presbyterian Church, the Sanitation
Strike erupted.74 When chairperson Beifuss asked her speakers to “Tell it like it is,” she
did not anticipate how deeply current events would infiltrate the sessions. “[T]he garbage
strike kept intruding and intruding and intruding.”75
Although not by design, the workshop’s topics and speakers were intertwined
with the strike. The second session, scheduled for March 6, featured the executive
secretary of the local NAACP chapter, Maxine Smith. By the time she addressed the
women, she was fresh from jail, having been arrested in strike-related activity. Her topic,
“The White and Negro Worlds of Memphis,” could not have been more pertinent. Her
comments were tinged with a very bitter tone.76 Followed in the afternoon by Lucius
Burch, who was increasingly being drawn into the strike as a sympathetic white legal
counsel, the strike, its racial overtones, and social justice facets were the primary topics
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of discussion. Burch related to the women how Loeb believed he had unified white
support regarding his intractable position towards union recognition and the dues checkoff. Beifuss recalled suggesting that “[w]e put on our white gloves and high heels and go
down to see Mayor Loeb, [so] he would realize that his white support is not as solid as he
thinks it is, that there is a crack in his white support.”77
Many of the white workshop participants decided to attend Loeb’s weekly open
house at City Hall. Anne Shafer, because of her high public profile and antagonistic
relationship with Loeb, opted not to attend, but Beifuss and seventeen others did. Loeb
greeted them cordially, but dismissed them as either outsiders who did not understand
Memphis race relations or as inconsequential housewives. “Women don’t know anything
about money. My wife is always writing bad checks,” he chuckled as they left.78
Although Loeb did not appreciate the actions of the women, when they later went to the
Union Hall to meet some of the striking workers, they were greeted with a standing
ovation from the men, who clasped their hands to thank the women for their courage.
The white women were embarrassed, repeatedly telling the men that they were the
courageous ones.79
The women continued the Rearing Children of Goodwill workshops, and a second
icy response from Loeb convinced them another tactic was necessary. One of the
clergymen asked to address the group on March 13, Rev. J.L. Netters, was one of the first
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ministers to attempt to mediate the strike and coordinate the increasingly frustrated
strikers. The firsthand accounts of racism, police brutality, and crippling poverty from
the speakers at the workshops broke down many barriers between women of both races.
“It was like a football game, listening to the coaches,” recalled Judy Wimmer, a Catholic
who attended in order educate herself about racial issues.80 The final sessions, essentially
planning meetings for future action, included discussions of how to harness the power of
groups in which the women were already active to not only support the strikers, but also
bring moral pressure to bear on Loeb to encourage a speedy settlement.81
One of the first of these groups to vocally support the strikers was the Catholic
Human Relations Council. A telegram on February 26 implored Loeb “to reverse your
adamant position and give immediate recognition to the union as sole bargaining agent
for the strikers.” It continued, “This is eroding Negro confidence in our community and
speedily destroying two decades of developing good human relations in the city.”82
Monsignor Leppert, its spiritual advisor and known for his social activism, particularly on
race issues, was at least peripherally involved in efforts attempting to find a solution to
the strike. After observing several meetings of the strikers as well as the interactions
between the strikers and the city government, Leppert commented, “It was always . . .
more than just a matter of wages because they interpreted the words and the actions or the
lack of sympathetic attitude on the part of the city administration that this was more than

Judy Hall Wimmer, interview by author, Memphis, Tennessee, June 2008, in author’s
personal collection.
80

81

Anne Shafer to author (email), 7 March 2012, in author’s personal collection.

“Orderly March Is Made By Strike Sympathizers,” Memphis Press-Scimitar, 26
February 1968.
82

155

an economic situation; it was racial.”83 Jesse Turner characterized the situation as a
reflection on Loeb. Previously under the commission form, Loeb was a weak mayor;
under the new council form he could not be over-ruled. This structure changed the
dynamic both within the city administration as well as in the city’s race relations. Turner
charged that Loeb played the race card and that the black community did not like him or
trust him, viewing him as a stereotypical duplicitous white boss man who did not respect
African Americans on any level.84
Individual members of the CHRC increased activities in support of the strikers.
Many, including nuns and white priests, indicated they would march with Dr. King on
March 28. Leppert spoke for many when he recalled that marching “wasn’t just for Dr.
King. I was just giving an expression of my interest in people and evidence of my
concern for human rights and dignity.” He wanted to show that that just African
Americans were concerned about economic justice.85 The diocese took a more public
stance in support of the strikers, announcing that its predominantly African American
schools would close for that day as well. Monsignor John Elliot, who had blocked Jesse
Turner, Jr.’s admittance to Christian Brothers High School, declared, “We believe that
man both collectively as a group and individually as a person has an inherent God-given
right to a just share in the fruits of the earth. We think we cannot interfere with the right
of parents to decide whether they can or their children can participate in peaceful
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demonstrations for what they consider economic justice.”86 On March 23, at the request
of diocesan priests, Bishop Durick donated $1000 to the strike fund, the first
predominantly white denomination to formally do so. He also freed his priests to march
if they believed it was an appropriate moral statement and encouraged them to wear their
clerical garb as “a badge of honor.”87
This dramatic shift in diocesan support of civil rights activity was due primarily to
the emergence of William Durick. He served as Coadjutor to Bishop Adrian since 1964,
but mainly in an administrative capacity. As Adrian’s health weakened, Durick assumed
more of the role of spiritual leader. Durick, previously Bishop of Mobile, Alabama,
personally received King’s admonishment for passivity in the face of racism in Letter
From Birmingham Jail. King’s gentle, but painful, rebuke convinced Durick to take a
more active role in not only his diocese, but in the greater civil rights movement.88 He
believed that support for social justice issues was connected to the idea of personalism,
much as King did; it was a personal act of love rather than a duty or obligation.89 The
sweeping and adamant reforms of Vatican II augmented Durick’s conversion from
passive gradualism to explicit support of social justice efforts, making him one of the few
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Catholic bishops in the South who understood that opposition to racial discrimination was
axiomatic for Christians of all denominations.90
Bishop Durcik’s exercise of his authority aligned the diocese with the spirit of the
civil rights movement, although there was still significant reticence within the Catholic
community.91 His vocal support of personal acts of conscience on the part of clergy and
women religious and tacit support of the strike led progressive Catholics to believe the
tide had turned. Msgr. Leppert recalled observing that feeling at the March 25, 1968,
CHRC banquet honoring his social justice activism. “It was evident that everything was
going to be resolved and that everyone loved his neighbor and even loved his enemy,
because we had representatives of both groups there.” Unfortunately, Leppert and the
CHRC were mistaken. Leppert continued, “A short time after that violence broke out.
Which shows the difference between appearance and the fact, how quickly things change,
emotions are let go.”92
**********
Although she shared the goals of the CHRC, Sr. Adrian Hofstetter followed her
conscience in a much more direct way during the strike. Her reluctant acquiescence to
her superiors dissipated as the strike unfolded. She unequivocally supported the striking
workers and immersed herself in their world. Several other nuns began attending the
mass meetings in support of the strike, but fierce opposition from parents, boosters, and
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members of the board of the schools and colleges who employed the nuns prompted the
order to request that all protest activity cease.
Hofstetter’s participation only increased. She and three other sisters, in full
habits, went to City Hall to ask Mayor Henry Loeb to approve the workers’ central
demand, a dues check off. His response: “If you would burn down the city if I do not
give it, I would offer you the match.”93 Word spread quickly of the visit; her superior, Sr.
Consolata, and college administrators demanded she cease and desist. Defiantly, she
continued attending mass meetings at Mason Temple and Clayborn Temple and
consulted with local civil rights leaders such as Rev. James Lawson in strategy sessions.
Her inclusion in the inner circle of the strike was due primarily to her position as a nun, a
position respected in both white and black society.
Hofstetter noticed, however, a distinct lack of other female participants in the
meetings. Just as she used her position as a nun to leverage social justice issues, she used
her influence within the strike infrastructure to further gender equity issues as well. She
told Lawson, “I was coming to no more meetings unless I was invited by a woman, not a
secretary, but one who was involved in the planning of the marches.” She continued
attending the meetings, coordinated relief efforts for workers’ families, and openly
marched with the workers, but whether the circle was expanded to include another
woman cannot be determined.94 Again, word of her involvement spread rapidly through
both local media and by word of mouth. Joyce Palmer, a Catholic and a recent transplant
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to Memphis from Minneapolis, recalled seeing Hofstetter on the news. It inspired Palmer
to join the March 28 march with Dr. King. “I noticed there had been a Catholic nun
marching with these small little marches. . . it wasn’t because she was Catholic, it was
just that I knew that she was probably white and she was a woman . . . and I thought ‘If
she can do it, I can do it.’”95 Although Palmer and other white women viewed Hofstetter
as an inspiration, others saw her as an embarrassment. A letter, withdrawing a substantial
donation to Siena due specifically to her actions, was posted prominently on a bulletin
board in the nuns’ quarters.96
The emotional release to which Monsignor Leppert referred occurred on March
28, 1968. Thousands gathered along Beale Street for the mass march to be led by King.
An odd mix of striking sanitation workers, students, professionals, bums, ministers,
housewives, and nuns packed the streets. The turnout for the march was much larger and
less disciplined than the organizers planned, but everyone hoped that the presence of
Martin Luther King, Jr. would keep rowdy high school students and disgruntled
instigators in check. Some white clergy and nuns were at the head of the march,
accompanying the African American ministers and other dignitaries. Members of the
CHRC such as Allegra Turner were interspersed throughout the crowd, including Joan
Beifuss, Joyce Palmer, and other white supporters. King’s delayed arrival and the
unusually warm weather combined with undisciplined elements in the growing crowd to
create an untenable situation. As the marchers filed slowly out of the Clayborn Temple
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and into downtown Memphis, tension filled the air. King himself felt uneasy with the
feel of the crowd, but insisted on beginning the march. As the group moved towards City
Hall, the lack of discipline among the students and other newcomers became apparent.
The crowd surged, pressing thousands of people forward, threatening to trample the
object of its desire, King. Blocks behind King and the other leaders, young men, some
with “Black Power” emblazoned on their jackets, used the picket sticks of signs to smash
windows along the route. The situation descended into chaos. Mobs of angry young
African American men, brazenly brandishing pickets, iron pipes, and bricks, created
King’s worst nightmare – a full scale riot. As the leaders attempted to halt the march,
extract King, and evade a violent confrontation with an agitated Memphis police
department, the writhing mass of people spiraled out of the control of the ministers and
union activists leading it.
The previously clandestine police presence unleashed its wrath on the marchers,
lobbing tear gas into the crowds and targeting high-profile activists with their billy clubs.
The marchers, shepherded by several ministers and prominent community leaders such as
Jesse Turner, turned back towards Clayborn Temple, desperate to escape the melee. But
many at the front, closest to King, were cut off from the main body of the march. They
were surrounded by looters and police officers, all avenues of escape cut off.
Sister Adrian Hofstetter and her fellow nun, Frances Loring, looked around in
stunned amazement. They were isolated, distinctive in their black and white Dominican
habits, sitting ducks for rioters intent on “getting whitey” as well as marauding police.
As the maelstrom swirled around them, their habits offered a modicum of protection. “A
black man with a flag kept pushing me from one side of the street to the other to avoid
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the flying glass,” Hofstetter recalled.97 They struggled to reach Main Street, only to be
confronted by police with billy clubs drawn, facing down a group of young black men,
arms locked, defiant. Hofstetter wanted to stay with the young men, thinking perhaps
that the presence of the nuns would deter the police from violence, but Loring insisted
they continue along the original planned route. After reaching City Hall, the two nuns
turned and headed south along a parallel street to rejoin the other marchers. The air was
thick with mace and tear gas. Encumbered by their long habits, the sisters eventually
reached the sanctuary of St. Patrick’s Church, just off Beale Street. Once safely inside,
they realized that as horrifying as their experience was, it paled in comparison to those of
marchers in the rear. Ostensibly pursuing the rioters mixed in the crowd, the police
followed the marchers retreating to Clayborn Temple and other buildings. Eventually
laying siege to the Temple, police maced and tear gassed women, children, and the
elderly seeking refuge in the church. The violence perpetrated by the police against the
peaceful marchers caught in the crossfire shook Hofstetter and Loring to the core.98
St. Patrick’s, the home parish of Helen Caldwell Day Riley’s Blessed Martin
House in the 1950s, served as a safe haven from the chaos in the streets and in Clayborn
Temple. Its priest, Father William Greenspun, served as an observer at several meetings
between the strikers and the city administration. He also donated food via Catholic
Charities to the families of the striking sanitation workers. Abutting Clayborn Temple,
A vivid account of the March 28, 1968 march/riot can be found in Michael K. Honey’s
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W.W. Norton, 2007), 336-361; Sr. Adrian Hofstetter to author (email), 28 October 2010, in
author’s personal collection; Sr. Adrian Hofstetter biographical questionnaire, in author’s
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the church’s location allowed the white nuns of St. Thomas School to operate a triage for
the wounded and shuttle them to local hospitals, their color and habits affording them
safe passage as a strict curfew fell across the city.99 Greenspun believed the presence of
Hofstetter and the other nuns in the march, as well as their actions in its aftermath,
reinforced the positive perception of the Catholic Church within the greater African
American community.100
In the wake of the violence and despite the tangible hostility of many fellow white
Catholics, what kept Hofstetter and other progressive Catholics resolute was faith.
Hofstetter believed that God was working through Rev. King and the sanitation strikers.
Her calling, her Catholicism, demanded her participation. She, in some ways, became the
face of white, progressive Catholic support for the strike.101 Modeane Thompson, a
participant in the Rearing Children of Goodwill workshops, wrote a letter to the white
women she met at the sessions, expressing her faith in the commitment of segments of
the white community to civil rights and economic justice. “After meeting with all of the
people involved in the workshop . . . I am convinced that people who are sincere and
honest in their intent do exist even in this time of crisis. It’s gratifying to have met all of
you and to know that you are there. I try to make this fact known to as many people as I
come in contact with.” She, like many other Memphians, condemned the violence but
understood its roots “in a world that has rejected them [the rioters].” She concluded with
99
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a hopeful thought, “We may not solve any immediate problems, but through our personal
efforts, maybe we can help lay the groundwork for solutions.”102
As the strike ground on, efforts by the bishops of the Catholic, Methodist, and
Episcopalian denominations to foster a spirit of mutual respect and moderation fell flat.
The City Council attempted one last time to break the impasse, but fell one vote short.
Ironically, if Anne Shafer had won her race for the Council, the resolution would have
passed, as she supported the strikers; Wyeth Chandler, who defeated her, was firmly in
Loeb’s camp. Individuals began to work outside formal channels to sway council
members, union activists, and the general public. Loeb, although unambiguous about his
position, also received visits from friends, ministers, and rabbis. The public support that
Bishop Durick and other diocesan officials demonstrated prior to March 28 assured many
Catholics that the church’s policy of following one’s individual conscience trumped
diocesan authority in this case.103 This tenet of the Catholic faith, an inherent belief in
the dignity of the individual, as well as adherence to individual conscience, led other
Catholics to defy Church authority in other respects.
In his homilies, Father Edwin Cleary, still at St. Paul Parish in Whitehaven,
condemned the strike and its supporters as part of the larger, ever-present Communist
conspiracy. When a young man stood up and pointedly asked Cleary about the Church’s
responsibility in the cause of social justice, a stunned Cleary was caught flat-footed. It
was an audacious move to interrupt a Mass, especially to question the moral authority of
the priest. Ushers quickly hustled the young man, as well as several other young people
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who rose to support him, out of the church.104 Not so dramatically, but equally defiant,
was Hofstetter’s action on the evening of April 3. Against the direct wishes of her
mother superior, she left the convent at Siena College to attend a mass meeting of the
strikers and their supporters. She took a seat of honor at the Mason Temple as King
delivered his poignant “Mountaintop” speech. She recalled the experience as a spiritual
moment, indicative of the belief she held about the link between God, King, and the
strikers. “The thunder was booming – punctuating his speech. The shutters banging – as
if God himself was speaking. It was unnerving in a way. Beautiful – but unnerving.”105
King’s assassination in Memphis on April 4, 1968, only deepened Hofstetter’s
commitment to the cause, despite the very real dangers as violence spread throughout the
country. Although Memphis escaped the large scale riots that erupted in other major
cities, it was a powder keg. In an effort to defuse the volatile situation, on April 5, a
group of religious representatives – ministers, priests, rabbis, and nuns – marched from
St. Mary’s Episcopal Cathedral on Poplar Avenue to City Hall to appeal to Mayor Loeb
to accept a settlement to the strike. After Loeb’s rebuff, a white Presbyterian minister,
Rev. Richard Moon, announced he was not leaving until the strike ended; he intended to
fast for the duration. As Moon looked to his fellow men of God for support, there was
silence. Hofstetter, feeling it would be wrong “to take the easy way out,” stepped
forward to join him.106 Soon joined by several lay people, the protestors sat on the
mayor’s couch all day. As night fell, even Loeb fretted about what to do. Hofstetter’s
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status as a woman, and a sister, complicated what would ordinarily have been a police
matter. Loeb remarked, “We can’t put this nun out. We can’t just throw them out of City
Hall. . . . We can’t throw a nun out on the street!”107 Concerns for her safety and
health voiced by fellow nuns and civil rights activists eventually convinced Hofstetter to
leave City Hall and continue her fast at St. Louis Church near Siena College. The threat
of forcible eviction from the premises or jail did not play a factor in her decision, nor did
pressure from her mother superior. Rev. Moon, who stayed at City Hall more than a
week, believed Hofstetter was “very angry with herself because she felt she could have
stayed and got back in city hall.” The following morning, her forty-ninth birthday,
instead of birthday greetings, Hofstetter received an ugly message from her brother, via
their sister who was also a nun at Siena. “My lawyer brother called my sister to say your
sister and some clown are sitting in the mayor’s office in Memphis. She said there is
more than one Sr. Adrian Marie in Memphis. He replied: ‘Adrian Marie Hofstetter?’”108
Moon emphasized that the sit-in was not a response to the mayor as much it was a
rebuke to fellow clergy for their timidity. The public reaction to the hunger strike from
fellow clergy and religious was unsurprisingly mixed. Although Bishop Durick
supported Hofstetter’s religious and moral conviction concerning her fast, Father William
Greenspun and other clergy present at City Hall were embarrassed by Moon and
Hofstetter. “I looked at that as kind of like the militants disrupting the march. I just
thought there was no need for that response at that moment. But who argues with his
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conscience?”109 Even though Hofstetter removed herself from the public eye, continuing
her protest behind church doors rather than on the steps of City Hall as Moon and others
did for more than a week, the abuse continued as fellow Catholics voiced their opposition
to her actions.110 A letter to the editor of the Commercial Appeal signed “A Catholic
Layman” vehemently asserted the right of the Catholic laity “to expect the religious . . .
to conduct themselves in a manner befitting the position they hold,” instead of marching
in support of “any minority group in vogue at the moment.”111 Mr. and Mrs. Leon Hecht
also expressed anger at the increasingly prominent role Catholic clergy and religious
assumed in the strike. “There is a clear distinction between the moral issues with which
clergy should be involved, and politico-union issues . . . The collar and the habit are
symbols of the Church, and actions taken by persons wearing them are taken as the
church’s position on the subject, whether it’s true or not.”112
Though many lay Catholic objected to the wearing of clerical garb in protests,
their Bishop agreed with the actions of his priests and nuns. To Durick, the idea of a nun
marching or otherwise protesting out of her habit was asinine. He refused to even debate
the idea. Furthermore, he believed seeing a nun marching in her habit helped people
discover their unconscious prejudices. 113 Joan Beifuss, a Catholic, agreed. The presence
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of clergy and nuns in marches “really shakes the people, and more, it makes some of
them awfully mad, but it makes others begin to question their own position.” This byproduct of her activity – the awakening of fellow Catholics and others to social justice
issues and personal shortcomings – not only gratified Hofstetter, but also coincided with
her perceived role as a nun.
Although Hofstetter did issue a statement to the media on April 5, she did not
otherwise defend, or publicize, her actions.114 Another nun, however, did. In response to
Catholics who publicly and privately castigated the sisters who marched with the strikers,
Sister Louise Welsh responded in a letter to the editor of the Commercial Appeal: “I
marched because I am a Christian educator . . . my students are 140 Negro adolescents . .
. I tried to turn their young minds from the violence of our milieu . . . My adult
participation in the march was not below the dignity of my ecclestical [sic] position, but
at the very heart of it.”115 This interpretation of the essence of religious vocation as
engagement in the larger community, shared by Hofstetter, reflected the emergence of the
“new nuns” in American Catholicism, a phenomenon with its roots Vatican II as well as
in the nascent feminist movement.116 Hofstetter’s certitude of the morality of her actions,
as well as the greater good inspired by them, garnered her several high profile supporters
within the Catholic community other than Bishop Durick. Her local mother superior sent
word to the major superior of the order, requesting that Hofstetter and two other sisters be
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recalled to the motherhouse in Kentucky. She recalled her surprise at the response of the
major superior, Mother Ulicia. “I was expecting a reprimand from her for my actions in
the Mayor’s Office but Sr. Margaret Ellen Traxler had called her to tell her of the courage
and the goodness of my action. Mother Ulicia instead of any reprimand told me that she
just wanted me to realize that I would be criticized.”117
For Hofstetter, Shafer, Turner, Thompson, and other Catholic women active in
social justice efforts in Memphis, criticism was a small personal price to pay. To them,
the larger effort to build bridges between black and white Memphis took priority. Other
Memphians shared this feeling, which manifested itself in ecumenical settings. A large
group of religious leaders, including Catholic priests, sent a statement to Mayor Loeb,
citing a “deterioration of human relations” as the root cause of the “grave crisis” facing
the city. In an effort to channel the grief from King’s assassination away from violence
and into community building, a group of Memphis businessmen and community leaders
planned a “Memphis Cares Rally” at Crump Stadium.118 Over 9,000 people filled the
stadium on Palm Sunday, 60% on them white. The reconciliatory mood of the audience
shifted as the anger, frustration, and sense of helplessness seeped through many of the
speaker’s words. Rev. James Lawson, a major figure in the strike, delivered a jeremiad
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that condemned white complicity in the “crucifixion” of King and prophesized
Memphis’s ruin unless there occurred “a determination to work for transformations, real
change, a move away from racism to genuine brotherhood.”119 The progressive Catholics
who attended, including Anne Shafer and Monsignor Leppert, took those words to heart.
Platitudes and talk were no longer strong enough weapons. More direct action was
needed. How their community responded to the assassination of King would not only
shape Memphis’s future, but their personal legacies.
Back at Siena College, Hofstetter sat alone in the lounge in the nuns’ quarters,
watching King’s funeral on television. The door was open, but no other sisters dared
cross the threshold to offer her sympathy or comfort in her grief.120 For them, the price
was too high to pay.
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Chapter 6
White Gloved Radicals
Blessed are they who bring peace among us.
They are the children of God.
Bless us, O Lord, may your peace be with us.
Bless us, O Lord, our God.1
The spring of 1968 was a watershed moment for Memphis. The tragedy of the
spring was the pivot on which the future of the city turned – how its citizens dealt with
the aftermath of the strike and King’s assassination would determine the city’s fate. To
some, it was the death knell for a once picturesque, harmonious utopia whose demise was
brought about by outside agitators and malcontents. For others, it presented an
opportunity to achieve real and lasting social and racial equity, to build on earlier efforts
to address glaring economic and social injustice. These two divergent sides agreed on
one underlying premise: Memphis and its citizens were irrevocably changed. Memphis’s
progressive Catholic women activists believed that the death of King presented them, and
their city, with the chance to honestly confront the deeply ingrained social and economic
inequities exposed by the sanitation strike.
Building on the foundations laid in the initial Rearing Children of Goodwill
Workshops (RCGW), progressive and moderate women in Memphis strove to continue
constructing bridges between races and religions in the area. Catholic women activists
were in the vanguard of these efforts, evoking the ecumenism of Vatican II and
emboldened by the diocese’s commitment to social justice. Although many of the
overlapping members among various groups such as RCGW, the Catholic Human

Jean Anthony Greif and Tom Tomaszek, “We Are the Light of the World,” (Vernacular
Hymns Publishing Co., 1966).
1

171

Relations Council (CHRC), and Church Women United (CWU) discussed the idea prior
to April 1968, it was the assassination and its aftermath which gave the impetus for the
formation for the Memphis chapter of the Panel of American Women (PAW).2
Organized by Esther Brown in Kansas City, Missouri, in 1956, the PAW was an attempt
to “safely challenge old beliefs or wrongly held conventional wisdom of other social
groups” through presentations by middle-class women of varying racial, religious, and
ethnic backgrounds.3 There were no stars, no high-profile nationally recognized activists,
“just women . . . not experts in any subject but themselves.” Rather than lecturing the
audience or quoting statistics, the women simply relayed anecdotal and personal stories
of bigotry and discrimination.4 The organization spread rapidly, ultimately having
seventy-five chapters nationally, with the most high profile panel helping to heal the
wounds of the Little Rock school desegregation crisis.5 The Little Rock panel made
several presentations in Memphis during the mid-1960s; some of its members had ties to
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individual women in the Memphis community. Those connections facilitated the
formation of the Memphis chapter in 1968.6
The women who comprised the first PAW were familiar with each other and to
the larger Memphis community. There were approximately ten women in each category,
each with a meticulously crafted speech, rehearsed and refined by constant presentation
to each other.7 One of the first panels consisted of Anne Shafer representing Catholics
and Modeane Thompson representing African Americans. They were joined by Happy
Jones, a scion of the prominent Snowden family, as the WASP, and Jocelyn Wurzburg
who represented Jews.8 The combination of panelists in Memphis followed the model
established by earlier chapters: a WASP as moderator, a Catholic, a Jew, and an African
American. The presentations themselves were tightly choreographed, with the WASP
introducing the religious minorities, each presentation building to the culminating
representation of the most obvious form of local discrimination, the African American
panelist’s experience.9
The amount of time the women spent together, examining their personal bias and
prejudices as well as those of their co-panelists, created a virtually unbreakable bond.
“As we worked to pull off this thing, to minister to the community . . . we learned to
interact with each other,” remembered Modeane Thompson. “It was a chance to have an
6
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interchange with each other. We really did become the filtering system . . . of the basic
racial culture of Memphis.”10 The women held mock panels and question-and-answer
sessions, especially as the group grew. As the women explored their personal prejudices
and biases, if the answers did not mesh with the mission of the group, the participant was
not invited to stay.11 What was not discovered through the development of their
presentations often came out in the question and answer session that followed each panel
presentation. Thompson remembers it as “anything you ever wanted to ask a Jew, or a
Catholic, et cetera.”12 At one of the earliest panel sessions, the questions were more
general. One listener asked, “What can be done in all white neighborhoods to achieve
more racial harmony?” Shafer replied, “Just talking is a first step.” At the same session,
another person asked panelist Josephine Davis, wife of city councilman Fred Davis, what
she told her children if they came home from school with stories of prejudice and
discrimination. “I tell him that it’s his responsibility to just accept and forgive. Some
people haven’t been taught that all people are equal.” 13 Modeane Thompson recalled
being surprised when someone asked her, “Why are you Catholic?” The questioner
apparently had never encountered an African American Catholic.14
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The speeches given by the women could be very personal. Anne Shafer, for the
first time, discussed her mystical experience in San Francisco with non-Catholics. She
related in vivid detail the profoundness of her experience, “THIS church that day –
suddenly filled with light – which I’m sure no one else saw. I slowly looked around –
people were kneeling silently, but they were not like I had seen them just a few minutes
before. They had a radiance, a beauty that was indescribable!” She continued,
recounting her efforts to fulfill her calling to work towards racial justice. “I asked my
church leaders if I could invite Negro Catholic women to meetings of Catholic women . .
. but with great skill my motion was maneuvered out, and so was I. My next step was to
try to work through the community. . . I went to work in politics for leaders who would
begin to do away with racial injustice.”15 In her speech, Davis told of her husband’s
experience as a returning veteran, “No one . . . would serve him a hamburger by the front
door. Yet he was an American soldier.”
A Protestant member of the panel, identified as Mrs. Richard Lamb, talked of her
own inaction in the face of racial bias. “I always wondered why our newspapers covered
mainly the white social news and why married Negro women were rarely called Mrs. I
asked myself why, but that’s all I did. I wondered silently about it all. It took a man’s
death here in Memphis to awaken me.”16 The intensely personal nature of the
presentations was key to the panel’s success. “The personal stories made the difference –
people would comment on that – it made it real, tangible, eye-opening,” recalled Shafer.17
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The women involved in the PAW saw the presentations as something more than
an anti-racism “action group.” “We feel that if we can reach the people through
communication, they will do the acting. Our purpose is to enlighten people who are
ignorant of the differences of those around them.”18 To the Catholic members, it offered
an opportunity to address religious discrimination as well. In her speech, Shafer
discussed the odd ideas people held about Catholics, such as worship of statues and the
existence of secret tunnels between the rectory of the priest and the convent of the nuns.
She later explained the roots of racial as well as religious prejudice: “People often form
mental images . . . They really don’t know anything about a certain race or religion, but
they fear what they don’t know.”19 Fellow Catholic Modeane Thompson referred to the
panel’s work in religious terms, as a ministry, a spreading of their gospel of tolerance,
understanding, and communication.
The PAW spoke to thousands of Memphians, visiting religious, civic, and
academic groups. PAW members estimate that in the life of the program, they spoke to
over 10,000 people in 1,100 panel presentations.20 “We did two to three panels a week,
[sometimes] where they needed to fill a program and regretted asking us! We’d come
struttin’ in there together, acting like friends. You could see it on their faces…they were
incredulous,” said Thompson. The faces softened, however, “as they listened to our
personal stories, how prejudice affected us and our families, how we were able to avoid
being pulled into the mire,” she recalled. “We were raising consciousness in a calm and
Marilyn Duncan, “Housewives Learn By Listening,” Memphis Commercial Appeal, 12
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dignified manner.”21 Fellow panelist and Catholic Judy Wimmer echoed that sentiment,
laughing, “How can you be radical with white gloves on?!”22
Some Memphians recall the PAW as one of the most effective mechanisms for
addressing the fundamental distrust and animosity plaguing the city after King’s death.
Fred Wimmer, Judy Wimmer’s husband, credited women with achieving what the men
could not: communication between the disparate enclaves in the city.23 Councilman Fred
Davis agreed, “The women were more concerned about outcome, the situation as it stood,
the impact of that situation on families, et cetera,” he stated. “Many of the other people
were more interested in their profile and didn’t give a damn about anything else.”24 The
commitment of the women to addressing the human cost of racism, poverty, and other
social ills, while still safely couched in benign terms of religious faith and maternal
instinct, helped shift the social and political infrastructure of Memphis permanently.
The PAW emphasized an ecumenical approach to confronting societal inequities,
which to Catholic participants was a key directive of Vatican II. 25 Sr. Adrian Hofstetter
organized a uniquely Catholic response to Memphis’s racial impasse. Securing funding
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from fellow nun and activist Sr. Margaret Ellen Traxler,26 Hofstetter spearheaded the
formation of New Attitudes, Memphis Encounter (NAME) a program similar to one
funded by Traxler in Cleveland, Ohio, which sent nuns from different states and Canada
into specific areas to examine racial attitudes. In Memphis, sisters from nineteen states
and Canada traveled throughout the suburbs of Memphis, knocking on doors hoping to
find Memphians willing to honestly “confront white racism and the fears of whites in
Memphis in 1969.”27 The eight-week program designed to be “one of reconciliation, one
of dissipating fears and bridging barriers to communications” targeted nuns who “were
still eager for some meaningful involvement in the field of race relations,” now that
Vatican II loosened the strictures on their missions and actions. In a nod to the inherent
hierarchy of Catholicism, Hofstetter prominently mentioned the endorsement of Bishop
Durick as well as the participation and support of other male clergy.28 College credit in
either sociology or psychology was also available for sisters seeking to enhance their
professional training, another important objective of Vatican II. In its structure and
purpose, the NAME project, as well as its sister project in Cleveland, exemplified the
interpretation of Vatican II as shifting the perception of “the individual religious as solely
bound to the sphere of her congregation (or the singular authority of her superior)” and
Sr. Margaret Ellen Traxler’s intervention in 1968 turned Hofstetter’s rebuke from her
Major Superior to a counseling.
26
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allowing these so-called new nuns “to encounter Christ through attending to the needs of
society's most vulnerable and stigmatized members.”29
Sisters who identified with the “new nun” aesthetic, such as Hofstetter, saw
racism through the lens of theology as well as science. Not only was racism a “rupture in
the mystical body of Christ,” but also a social ill that education and communication could
cure. The programs, based in behavioral sciences such as psychology and sociology,
were created to “dispel much of the anti-Negro propaganda . . . and challenge [whites] to
participate in positive programs of action.” They were a vehicle for women religious to
tend to society’s spiritual wounds through a “racial apostolate.”30
Although funded by monetary donations from various individuals, such as
Traxler, as well as in-kind donations of lodging and transportation by area parishes, the
project operated under the banner of Siena College. Hofstetter was cognizant of the
danger of bringing “outside agitators” into Memphis so soon after King’s assassination.
It was a risk to not only the sisters canvassing the neighborhoods, but also to the college
itself. To buffer that opposition, fundraising appeals and press releases emphasized the
project’s affiliation with local mainstream organizations such as the Chamber of
Commerce, Memphis Interfaith Alliance, and Church Women United.31 Intense,
Amy Koehlinger, “’Race Relations Needs the Nun:’ Sources of Continuity and Change
in the Racial Apostolate of the 1960s,” in “Transitions and Transformations from the 1950s and
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comprehensive training prepared the participants “sociologically and psychologically, in
order that they might function with creative effectiveness and confidence.” When going
into the field, a nun from outside Memphis was always paired with a local nun or
volunteer.32 The nuns who participated in NAME, while acknowledging their
participation “to learn how the problems could be solved” in order to continue the work
in their home parishes, definitely perceived their work as an extension of their religious
faith. One volunteer stated that knocking on doors “is kinda’ like a real preaching of the
Gospel.”33
Armed with statistics about poverty, race, and other social ills in Memphis, the
volunteers fanned out across the city, targeting white enclaves such as East Memphis,
Frayser, and Whitehaven.34 They cold-called housewives. Often greeted at the door by
an African American maid, they asked if the lady of the house would mind answering a
questionnaire about not only social conditions in Memphis, but personal perceptions of
racial tension and relationships. The questionnaire was an effective tool to hone in on
powerful personal connections to racism and other issues.35 As the nuns systematically
worked their way across the city, awareness of the questionnaire and the nuns often
32
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preceded them. Sister Maureen, a volunteer from Birmingham, recalled how “One lady
said to me that the questionnaire was really having its effect . . . at least they call each
other over the phone and ask what they think about it.”36 Sometimes, the women were
welcoming, honestly answering the questions and at least appearing to be interested in the
work of the project. Other times, the fear and hostility exhibited by white Memphians
with deadbolts, guard dogs, and peepholes stunned the nuns.37 Sister Benedicta, from
Indiana, found that many white Memphians were more concerned about themselves than
the greater community. “Some of them are somewhat disturbed about the potential threat
to their security or the potential threat to their privacy,” she said but few were disturbed
about the black condition.38 She also found the religious convictions of many white
Memphians to be in direct contrast to those of the nuns: “It’s kinda weird their religious
convictions seem to end up convincing them not that you are supposed to help out
somebody who’s hungry or doesn’t have a job but that the most important thing in life is
that you be moral in a particular way,” such as reading scripture. She theorized that those
types of people do not believe blacks meet such moral and ethical standards and therefore
are not worthy of assistance.39 Confronting such attitudes was the purpose of the project:
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“Many of these people saying they are Christian and haven’t got the heart of it. And
that’s what we’re trying to bring out . . . the heart of Christianity.”40
Although the nuns found some Memphians open to the idea of interracial
communication and cooperation, on the whole Memphis was closed to their message.
They described the housewives they encountered as insulated and alienated.41 One
volunteer observed, “You can’t go in and say let’s talk about the race problem in
Memphis. Cause you don’t have anything to talk about except prejudices which are so
ill-founded.” This resistance and inability to communicate caused many of the nuns to
question the effectiveness of their efforts and found it difficult to continue when faced
with people “frozen in hate.” They recognized this shortcoming in themselves, and were
uncomfortable with the feeling of “sitting in judgment of Memphis.” Balancing their
conflicting goals and emotions raised doubts about methodology, as well. “I’m not
convinced it’s possible to influence any other person unless you are equally willing to be
touched by that person’s position,” said one nun. Most nuns were not.42
Despite Hofstetter’s careful preparation and training of the volunteers, the
orientation did not adequately prepare the nuns for their experiences with white
Memphians. In an assessment of the project conducted by the National Catholic
Conference for Interracial Justice (NCCIJ), this lack of preparation was the major
criticism: “The NAME orientation was extremely comprehensive insofar as the black
40
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community was concerned. However, it fell short of an in-depth look at the white
community. Participants went out armed with many statistics about conditions in the
ghetto, but they did not know, for instance, that white economic structure of the city, the
ten leading industries, the scope and location of white poverty.”43 Part of the initial plan
for NAME was the gathering and use of data from the white community “to serve as the
basis for follow-up programs in the community.” The constructive criticism given by the
NCCIJ certainly indicated plans to continue the work started in Memphis, even if under a
different model.
The methodology of both NAME and PAW emphasized dialogue as a vehicle for
reconciliation and understanding. Though both enjoyed limited success, the comments
concerning NAME illustrate the limitations of such an approach when addressing largescale, pervasive cultural norms such as racism and poverty. If the dialogue is one-sided,
as one of the nuns pointed out, then it is an exercise in futility. The women themselves
understood this limitation, but believed that talking explicitly about the realities of
racism, poverty, and other social justice issues in personal terms made the topic more
approachable and less daunting. They also understood that there were times when
dialogue failed and situations demanded more direct action.
**********
Despite the events of 1968, Memphis municipal sanitation workers were still
mired in paternalistic work relationships and sub-subsistence wages with little relief in
sight. At the truck depot where the men began their day before the sun rose stood a
plantation bell on a wooden pole, rung each morning by a white supervisor, calling the
43
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African-American workers to their posts. The symbolic intimidation of that bell was lost
on no one who saw it. “How could they not know it was offensive?” asked Jocelyn
Wurzburg, who initially supported Mayor Henry Loeb in 1968.44 Although the city and
union agreed on the major issues such as promotions, benefits, and the rehiring of the
strikers with no repercussions, they deferred other issues such as a union dues check-off
and meaningful wage increases. The agreement was to last until the end of the next fiscal
year, July 1, 1969, with the implicit understanding that the deferred issues would be dealt
with by that date. They were not. The sanitation workers were still at the mercy of their
supervisors and the system: denied benefits such as inclement weather pay and collective
bargaining rights through union representation, forced to provide their own uniforms,
covered in filth and maggots by the day’s end. Many, if not all, of the workers were
among the tens of thousands in Memphis living below the federal poverty line of $3,000
annually, despite pay raises resulting from the strike.45 In a series of articles in the
Commercial Appeal addressing the poverty issue in Memphis, Clyde Neal, a senior social
worker for Memphis Area Project-South, explained the circumstances that ensnared not
only the sanitation workers, but thousands of others in the Mid-South:
Race and poverty are synonymous in Memphis . . . . these people are working.
They’ve got jobs. They’re not lazy. They’re doing the work nobody else wants
to do. The nasty work. But they’re not getting paid for it.
44
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That’s the biggest myth about poverty. I don’t know how many little old
white ladies I hear say, 'Well, if he got up off his backside and got a job, his
family wouldn’t be starving.'
Well lady, he’s working. He’s been working all his life. But he ain’t
getting paid for it and you’re the one who ain’t paying him.46

As the July 1969, deadline approached, AFSCME began to pressure the city for
movement on the residual issues from the 1968 strike. As April turned to May, the city
blamed budget restraints and bureaucratic obstacles for the delay. Local 1733 of
AFSCME, backed by their international, began a non-violent civil disobedience
campaign directed at the affluent East Memphis whites that comprised the majority of the
city’s government and power brokers. Christened “Spread the Misery,” the workers,
their families, and supporters targeted shopping centers frequented by relatively affluent
white housewives such as Poplar Plaza and Laurelwood.47 Milling around in their work
clothes, fresh off the trucks, loitering in stores and parking lots, the sanitation workers
disrupted business, to the annoyance of the merchants, and repulsed the shoppers.48 As
July 1 loomed larger on the calendar, the AFSCME vowed to not only ratchet up the
operation until the city made conscientious efforts to address the outstanding issues.
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They would strike if necessary. Neither side wanted a strike, but both were preparing for
it as an inevitability.49
After encountering the union’s representative, Jesse Epps, at one of the shopping
centers, Lester A. Rosen, chairman of the Memphis-Shelby County Human Relations
Commission, suggested that alternatives to the “spread the misery” campaign be found.
Epps proposed inviting affluent white women to tour the sanitation depot as well as the
homes of the workers, to experience firsthand the poverty and despair many of the
workers faced every day. Epps was “confident that after they have seen for themselves
the extent of poverty among public employees, they will in their own way be able to take
action to alleviate these grievous problems.” Rosen began to cold-call prominent women,
many of whom he knew only by name.50 Anne Shafer was one of the first.
Given Shafer’s activity in local politics and community affairs, it is not surprising
that she, and a handful of other women, topped the list of “go-to” people for Rosen.
“Most of the time, it was the same people at all the meetings,” remembered Wurzburg.
“PAW (Panel of American Women), CHRC (Catholic Human Relations Council),
Church Women United. There was a core group of progressive and liberals.”51
AFSCME approached PAW specifically in 1969, asking for their help in mediating the
crisis. National guidelines prohibited the Memphis panel from taking a political stand as
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a group, but individual members were free to follow their own consciences.52 PAW
members, utilizing the network laid by their memberships in other groups and clubs, soon
assembled a significant number of women willing to listen to the workers and view
poverty first-hand via home tours organized by the union, but only if the union agreed to
suspend the “Spread the Misery” campaign.53 The collective organizing power of
middle-class women again opened a door to communication that traditional political
methods could not.
The group assembled by the women was different than previous ones. Eventually
called the Concerned Women of Memphis, Shafer described it as:
[S]ome progressive men and some progressive women, coming from
different backgrounds, different religions – some were native Memphians
and some were from other places. We came together and a few leaders
emerged – trying to come up with solutions to the situation . . . many of us
were already involved in trying to improve relations and start dialogue.
We were organized in various groups but we came together as “Concerned
Women of Memphis.54
Shafer and other progressives had a powerful new group of allies – other white women.
Unlike Shafer, Hofstetter, and Wurzburg, many of the women called into action by
Rosen’s request had become conscious of the need for proactive responses to Memphis’
race issue only after the debacle of the 1968 strike. Supposedly insulated from the
realities of ghetto life and political mechanisms, these women were no longer hesitant,
but almost eager to confront the issue head-on. Pat Gillian, co-chair of an ad-hoc
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organization called Save Our City formed in the aftermath of the assassination, recalled
what a young, white housewife from East Memphis told her:
There seems to be a reluctance on the part of Memphis women who are good club
members or active in their church to get involved in the race issue or to speak out
against racism. They feel they would “lose their effectiveness.” These people
feel this is an “acceptable” excuse, that it is acceptable to their own conscience,
for doing nothing . . . But, to be a really effective Christian and church member,
the thing to do is to work to overthrow racism. How can you be effective anyway
if you are so hemmed in?55
Having the women tour the sanitation yard and the homes would not only
highlight the wage issue, but also provide a much-needed respite from the mounting
tension surrounding the threatened strike, which both sides knew would rip the city apart.
As the women prepared to cross the proverbial tracks, they strove to remain objective.
Wurzburg stated, “I don’t know much about unions, but Mr. Epps told us he is trying to
help the poor and the hungry and to fight racism and he thinks his union is the vehicle to
do it. Certainly, some of the figures he has given us do not appear to jibe with that the
city has stated. . . . We’re not going to look at people in a zoo, but going as invited guests.
. . .we don’t think opinions should be formed without hearing from both sides and we are
willing to listen because we’re concerned.”56
As the women stepped off the chartered, air-conditioned bus, they were shocked
by conditions they encountered. “White women said there was no poverty in Memphis,”
said Wurzburg. “They never got off Union or Poplar – never rode buses, or walked, no
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exposure to the realities. [We] planned the tour to show the poverty.”57 There was ample
evidence of code violations such as exposed wiring and generally dilapidated housing.
The refrigerators were often empty, except perhaps for a few slices of bologna. “There
were no luxuries. . . .sometimes there would be a single bulb hanging from the ceiling.
How can a child study like that? How can he exist in these conditions?” asked
Wurzburg.58 What the women did not see, however, was slovenly housekeeping or
laziness. Most of the visiting women came from privileged backgrounds with
comfortable lifestyles that included African-American domestic help. They were stunned
and ashamed, with more than a touch of guilt.59
The women concluded their tour and met at Siena College to discuss what they
had seen. Epps explained that “what you saw today reflects a history of neglect . . . once
we get this behind us, we can go on to more meaningful things.” When pressed for
suggestions for what the women could do, Epps and other union members excused
themselves. They explained that although they recognized this was the point of the tour,
mediation restrictions prevented the union from influencing community response. After
thanking the union representatives for their time, the women appointed a steering
committee, set up a meeting with the city council, and contacted the major media
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outlets.60 Although Shafer was on the steering committee, she insists she was not the
“ringleader,” as many assumed. “I did some things, sure, but Jocie [Wurzburg], that was
her. Concerned Women was all Jocie.”61
The women met with representatives of the city council to not only present their
findings and suggestions, but also to hear the council’s side. “We’d like to do something
right now to ease tensions on both sides.” The women pressed the council for
explanations of the conditions they encountered, asking sincerely what they could do to
combat the problems and aid in the settlement of the impasse with the AFSCME. The
answers they received were barely courteous, much less conciliatory. Councilman Wyeth
Chandler told the women that they did not need a union sponsored tour to see those
conditions, that they saw it when they took their maids home. Wurzburg responded, “I
don’t have to take my maid home to see it . . . I see it every time I go to visit one of my
black friends who are forced to live near these areas.”
Chairman Robert James was particularly contemptuous of the women, “The
comments and questions from the audience indicated they either hadn’t listened . . . or
didn’t understand. I thought we made a few things clear. But they didn’t hear a damned
word.” Councilman Thomas H. Todd suggested that the Catholic Church give up its taxfree status to fund pay raises, snidely directing his comment at not only Anne Shafer, but
also the large number of Catholic nuns present, including Hofstetter. He also suggested
the women ask their husbands to pay double taxes on their businesses and then pay extra
60
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to their domestic help and yard men. “The women asked for ways they could help.
These are ways they could do it.”62
As the meeting drew to a close, the women were first mystified, then livid about
the dismissive attitude of the male council members. The women, not to be shunted
aside, insisted that the council listen to their voices as citizens with substantial political
clout:
We want you to know we’re just as strong a pressure group as anyone else . . .
We’re now pressuring you, and we want something done. . . .A city has to depend
on the awareness and the conscience of its citizens to demand an inspection and
re-evaluation of its policies. This is what we are asking you to do now.63
Although attributed to a nameless spokesman, the words are probably those of
Wurzburg. A member of the steering committee, Wurzburg remembered often being the
one stepping up to the microphone to spar with the council. “It was if someone else was
in charge, like I was channeled – quick with words on the spot, an out-of-body
experience almost. Like I was looking at myself doing and saying these things,” she
recalled.64 Despite the women’s best intentions, their initial meeting with the council was
far from impressive. The women, however, would not be deterred; they were in their
own words, “on the case.”65 They asked for, and received, a second meeting with the full
council the next day.
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The women circulated a press statement before the next encounter with the
council. “We are women of Memphis. We are not anti-city nor are we anti-union – but
we are anti-poverty, hunger, and racism. We are charging all women . . . to challenge our
leadership to provide for the community immediate dynamic remedies for these
problems. We are going to stay on the case.” The women’s bold actions brought
encouragement and support from many quarters, including the editorial pages of the
Press-Scimitar, which commended the group for taking action. The newspaper mused
that perhaps “this group of concerned women has touched that button that will set
Memphis on a new course toward solving its problems of poverty.”66
There were many letters of support and encouragement sent directly to the
women, such as one from Clyde H. Welsh to Wurzburg:
Do not let anyone discourage you and those other fine people who are working
with. I fell that your concern is wide spread in Memphis. I think your approach
to the problum is in the best intrest of the people. . . . I wish you sucess in your
quest. [sic.]67
Others came from friends and strangers, church groups and lawyers, commending the
women for their courage and compassion. Before the first meeting with the council,
however, the women asked that reporters not publish the names and addresses of
speakers, as was customary, because of the backlash already taking shape. A deluge of
hate mail, harassing phone calls, malicious practical jokes, and at least one bomb threat
descended upon the women.68 “It was scary . . . I received my children’s itinerary in the
mail. We had to hire private security. My husband’s cousins were furious – customers
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were canceling orders. The phone calls –‘nigger lover,’ of course, but “We’re sorry
Hitler didn’t get you, too.’ Oh. It was scary.”69 Shafer received a surprise delivery of
three tons of sand in her front yard, courtesy of a man posing as her husband on the
phone order. That was followed up by phone calls saying, “That should have been nigger
shit!”70 Shafer recalled, “I know who did it – I couldn’t prove it, but I know. He was on
the board at St. Agnes. He never liked me.”71
Many of the husbands also began to get skittish. Wurzburg recalled, “I think that
might have been the beginning of the end of my marriage. There were several divorces
that came from this. . . . Our initial statement to the council was not as strong as we
originally intended because our spokesman’s husband got nervous.”72 That was possibly
Bob Shafer. Anne Shafer remembered, “Oh I know he was nervous. He got a letter that
basically threatened him if he didn’t get his wife in line. But he knew I was going to do
what I was going to do. We had a good relationship.”73 Despite the severe harassment
and the reluctance of their husbands, families, and friends, the women persisted. In a
show of solidarity, 228 women went before the city council on Tuesday, June 17, more
than triple the number who took the tour the previous Saturday. They read a brief
statement of their expectations of the council to polite applause. The council swiftly
moved on to the regular agenda, with no response to the women’s presentation. The
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puzzled women filed out of the chamber into the lobby. They began to discuss what they
perceived as a deliberate rebuff by the council.
In the lobby, a new ally, Councilman Jerred Blanchard, greeted them. Although
Blanchard was known as a conservative Republican, he gave AFSCME some support in
the 1968 strike. As he circulated among the women, it became apparent that he would
give their voice political legitimacy. Later that evening at a forum sponsored by the
Catholic Human Relations Council at Centenary Methodist Church, Blanchard addressed
the council’s behavior. Although technically there as a part of a three-person liaison
committee to the women appointed by the council, he vehemently decried the council’s
insensitivity. To not at least thank the women for their views was like “slapping a
mackerel in their faces.” He concluded that the council’s behavior was rooted in two
distinct bases. “It is essentially a racist council and it refuses to recognize change.”74
This political resistance to the growing role of activist women, as well as AfricanAmericans, in politics was familiar to Memphis women. In the 1968 strike, hundreds of
women had attended sessions at the union hall and public forums, in an effort to become
informed as well as to perhaps enact meaningful change. The mayor rebuffed their
attempts. He replied to one woman’s suggestions concerning the strike, “Well, you’re
sweet and a pretty little thing, but you just don’t know what you are talking about.”75
Many people blamed outside agitators, like King, who “stirred them all up.” The actions
of the CHRC with the integration of the parochial system and the MCBC with its
interracial activities, both of which pre-dated King’s presence by almost a decade, were
74
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ignored. The councilmen, nevertheless, echoed these chauvinistic sentiments in 1969.
“We should have known that being ladies they would have more to say,” quipped W. T.
McAdams to the Press-Scimitar.76
The women proved McAdams correct. That week, Concerned Women of
Memphis and Shelby County (CWMSC) formally organized with more than 100 initial
members from across the Mid-South. Although comprised primarily of the white elite,
the group was outside the bounds proscribed by Memphis society and its idealized
southern womanhood.77 The group developed and released to the media an eleven-point
plan to address the current crisis as well as the ongoing poverty and hunger dilemma.
Objectives included a settlement between AFSCME Local 1733 and the city as well as an
improved school lunch program, family planning, and consumer education, to be funded
by payroll taxes and levies that required changes to the city’s constitution. The reaction
to the women’s overt political and social activism was not unlike that to their tour of the
ghettos.78
Other women, religious groups, and the African-American community lent vocal
public support. One sarcastic letter to the Commercial Appeal by Cary Fowler stands out.
“God forbid. It seems obvious that if these Communist humanitarians would just keep
quiet, we could run our plantation much more efficiently.” As the scope of the women’s
plans became known, even the established press embraced the group’s intentions. “These
aims are worthwhile, and they show the Concerned Women are interested in the complete
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spectrum of poverty with its many causes, and results.” Despite detractors, who accused
the women of being unrealistic, Communists, and race traitors, many in the Memphis
establishment took the women seriously.79
Members of the Shelby County Election Commission and staff members of state
elected officials joined Blanchard in the city hall lobby. The Commercial Appeal,
historically conservative, cautioned the council to tread carefully: “Aroused compassion
should not be taken lightly.” Although made light of in an editorial cartoon showing a
male politician coming home to a wife with a rolling pin, the political threat of the
women was palpable. “The potential for a major political shakeup was present. . . . The
threat was never voiced, but the implication was present . . . that weight could be brought
to bear in the 1971 city elections, if not before,” stated the editorial.80
As the women increased the pressure on the council, the union walked out of the
negotiations, creating a sense of urgency as the July 1 expiration date approached. 81
Shortly after the walkout, the women held true to their neutrality, deluging both city and
union officials with telegrams demanding a settlement before the strike deadline. “We
hold each of you responsible for preventing a crisis in which no one gains and everyone
suffers. . . . We do not pretend to be experts in the field of labor negotiations, but do
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consider you to be.” Their coercion worked. Soon, both sides indicated a willingness to
compromise in order to avoid the strike.82
By June 25, both sides finalized and approved a deal. Major concessions for the
union included a three-year contract, a no-strike clause, and a $2 minimum wage through
a series of graduated raises. The city yielded on a direct dues check-off, a holdover from
the 1968 strike. It also agreed to pay for inclement weather, uniforms, and an advisory
arbitration of grievances without the mayor as the ultimate authority. City employees
outside the sanitation department profited, as well. All hourly municipal employees
received paid breaks and lunch periods, a choice of doctors for work-related injuries,
expanded death benefits for those killed on the job, and hazard pay. The concessions on
both sides spared the city a strike that would have undone a year of racial progress as
well as aided the city’s efforts to maintain a stable budget while addressing workers’
grievances. The Commercial Appeal proclaimed it a “Good Day for Memphis.”83
The union was ecstatic. Its leadership saw the city’s de facto recognition of the
union as the sole bargaining agent for the workers as a victory. “We whipped Loeb!”
Epps exclaimed. The union was among the first to credit the Concerned Women of
Memphis with the equitable resolution. “The union did not want to strike . . . .
Responsible citizens provided a force that was dynamic in this community to bring about
this great settlement,” the international AFSCME president declared at a celebration rally
in downtown Memphis. Epps followed these public statements with personal telegrams
to the leaders of the women’s group. “It is unquestionable that your roll [sic.] and interest
82
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were major factors in achieving successful resolution of some of the problems. . . . We
are grateful for a victory which was won by many efforts and notable those of the
Concerned Women.”84 The July 1969 edition of the Memphis Union News echoed
Epps’s opinion: “They should be encouraged and supported in their efforts to arouse the
dormant conscience of Memphis. . . . Before the community can make any measurable
degree of real and lasting progress – either economically or social – more effort must be
made in the area of attitudinal change, and it is in this area the Concerned Women of
Memphis offer the most promise.” Councilman Fred Davis agreed, “CWM was much
more effective than much of the shouting.”85
The Memphis establishment, while grateful, challenged the women to back up
their rhetoric. After crediting the women for being the catalyst that forced the opposing
sides to the negotiation table, a Commercial Appeal editorial continued, “The Concerned
Women . . . now have a further responsibility, which is to reach out into areas besides
city labor. They have seen what they can do.”86 The women embraced the challenge.
They coordinated their efforts with The Fund for Needy School Children and the
NAACP, seeking to force the school board to increase funding for free lunches. They
also hoped to draft proposals for federal and private charitable funds. The ecumenical,
interracial, and bipartisan organizational efforts used to avert a second sanitation strike
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soon led to the establishment of the Organization of Concerned Memphians, a group
established to “explore the issues that divide our community.”87
As the women saw successes in their personal war on poverty, they met with
formidable opposition. At a school board meeting dealing with lunch funding, state
Representative Bruce Jordan informed the women that, “If you really want to improve
local government get your husbands to run for office.” He was met with a simultaneous
response, “What’s wrong with us running?” He chose not to answer. Although the male
political establishment acknowledged its debt to women as precinct captains, canvassers,
and fundraisers, few initially realized the power of women as a united force. The women
themselves did, though. Grudgingly, the establishment conceded that the women were a
force not only to be reckoned with, but feared. A Commercial Appeal article commented
that “At any moment, their combined influence is enough to make or break a
candidate.”88
Wurzburg credits chauvinistic condensation with inspiring, if not saving, their
movement. “It raised a lot of us to women’s consciousness . . . why are we politicking
for these assholes? Why aren’t we politicking for ourselves?”89 The Memphis city
council, stinging from the public rebukes and fearing retribution, wondered aloud on June
17 if they had witnessed the birth of the city’s newest pressure group.90 They had, in fact,
witnessed much more. “Anne Shafer said it [the Concerned Women of Memphis] was
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the start of the feminist movement in Memphis,” said Wurzburg. “I think she was
right.”91
An invigorated feminist movement taking root among southern, middle-class
women activists, and the inevitable backlash from an inherently conservative society of
the area, is a familiar story. One aspect that has been little researched, however, is the
effect of the feminist movement on nuns in the South. Sr. Adrian Hofstetter served as a
member of the steering committee of CWMSC, was regularly featured in news
broadcasts and articles, and often volunteered space at Siena College for meetings of the
various activists groups she led or championed. After the completion of the NAME
project, Hofstetter asked for a reduction in her teaching load at Siena or a sabbatical in
order to work with social psychologists affiliated with the project, so they could compile
and analyze the gathered data. Instead, she was essentially banished.
After she left the convent at Siena and moved into Holy Names Convent with
other Dominican nuns who were active in poorer surrounding areas, she was explicitly
instructed not to identify herself as a Sister from Siena. When she went to the campus to
meet a parent of a former student, she was harshly questioned about her intent. The
college stripped her of her salary, canceled her health insurance, and appropriated royalty
checks from her publications sent to the college address. Fellow nuns who worked as
nurse practitioners in the area, as well as the Holy Names community, provided her
financial support during this time.92
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Siena’s hostile reaction to Hofstetter’s request was a culmination of resentment,
fear, and societal pressure due to her high-profile civil rights activities, of which the
Concerned Women was the last in a long line. Hofstetter’s notoriety was a liability to the
small, liberal arts college that relied heavily on alumni and community donations.
Whatever sense of loyalty fellow nuns at Siena felt towards her, it was put aside for the
good of the college. To many, Hofstetter took the precepts of Vatican II – moving
outside the strictures of the convent, engaging with the community, seeking educational
and professional growth – too far. The reaction of her superiors within her order
reflected growing opposition to the changes wrought by Vatican II throughout some
quarters of the Catholic religious community. According to Amy Koehlinger, “American
superiors, unsurprisingly, were cautious about the possible dangers inherent in
unmediated contact between sisters and the world beyond Catholic institutions.”
Important boundaries between sisters and the world beyond the convent had been
breached without consideration of the long-term spiritual ramifications. Just as the white
community of Memphis feared the changes in the social and political paradigm initiated
by the civil rights movement, many Catholic religious and clergy believed Vatican II
opened the institution of religious life for women to corruption through unregulated
contact with secular ideas and institutions. This contact also threatened to “elevate the
aspirations and conscience of individual sisters over the canonical authority of her
religious superior.”93 For Hofstetter and other Catholic women, however, the liberalizing
spirit of Vatican II was the genie that could not be put back in the bottle.
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Conclusion
For many women, the racial tension created in the aftermath of MLK’s
assassination served as an awakening to social injustice. It further sparked them to
become active participants in groups combating not only racism, but also gender and
economic inequities. Progressive Catholic women activists welcomed them into the
fight. Although some historians characterize this emergence of women as a political
force as an answer to a call from male leaders, the women themselves viewed their
activities differently.1 Their confrontations with male political and religious hierarchies
over missions and methods demonstrate the independent nature of their motivation and
activities. Family-centered concerns motivated many women activists; the lens of
religious faith, however, prompted women such as Modeane Thompson and Anne Shafer
to view maternal and community issues as part of the larger of quest for social and
economic justice.
Yet, race guided the entrance of many individual women into activism. Personal
experience, viewed through the lens of faith, motivated African American Catholic
women: Helen Caldwell Day Riley attempted to eradicate poverty, Allegra Turner
desegregated the parochial schools, Modeane Thompson engaged in community
outreach. Their faith sustained them through this tumultuous period, even as their
personal identification with the harsh realities of racial injustice determined their choices.
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Whether they were Catholic or Protestant, these women, more likely than not, would
likely have been active in the civil rights movement in some capacity.2
The same cannot necessarily be said of the white women. The recruitment of
most white women into activism was through national religious organizations or through
networks on college campuses, rather than grassroots church participation.3 However,
these progressive white women were called to service through their personal connection
to their faith, rather than by an institutional structure. They were middle-aged rather than
college students, so that avenue was not open to them. The hierarchical, closed nature of
the Catholic Church also limited avenues for female activism. National religiously
affiliated groups concerned themselves with Church matters such as support services for
the parishes, charities, and education. This lack of infrastructure prompted the women to
create vehicles to fill that void: Alice Hanrahan aided Riley in the Outer Circle discussion
group, Anne Shafer co-founded the Catholic Human Relations Council, Sister Adrian
Hofstetter organized NAME. Given the personalities of the women, it is perhaps
inevitable that they would have brought their talents and organizational skills to social
justice causes.4 Their faith, however, instilled a particular set of values, inspiring them to
take risks that other white women would not. It also provided a measure of permission,
and protection, that Protestant denominations did not.
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All of the women worked as individuals and within both faith-based and secular
groups towards social justice. Women’s collective contributions and experiences varied
by not only movement, but also region, faith, and individual.5 Gender identity affected
all of the women’s choices, but in distinct and varying ways. While certainly emanating
from the context of their roles as wives, mothers, and women religious, their
forthrightness in confronting social justice issues and refusal to be constrained by
society’s expectations imply an advocacy for women’s interests. Riley’s position as
director of the Blessed Martin House, couched in terms of maternal instincts and
traditional women’s work when communicating with Church officials, in reality involved
the intricate project planning more typical of male corporate executives. Her goal of
transforming single mothers from dependent poverty to self-sufficiency explicitly
displayed a feminist perspective. Similarly, Anne Shafer’s political activism centered on
community well-being, a traditional women’s concern, but she used her political position
to further larger goals such as racial equality and economic injustice. Her fierce selfadvocacy in the face of clerical opposition to her actions suggests a gender component to
her actions, given the patriarchal nature of the Roman Catholic Church.6
Although all the women demonstrated some awareness and resentment of genderbased discrimination by the Church, several of the women were comfortable within the
traditional confines of their Catholicism. All of the women remained active in the
Catholic Church, with the exception of Anne Shafer. She still considers herself Catholic
in many ways, but she formally left the Church and joined the Presbyterian denomination
5
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of her husband in 2009. When asked what prompted her final break with the Church that
defined so much of her life, she answered quite frankly. She was unable to reconcile
herself with the Church’s position on women. “Obedience was more important than
truth,” she said.7 “I was told repeatedly not to question, to sit down and be quiet. I can’t
do that and be true to my faith.”8
Just as the women in many ways challenged the Church’s expectation of women,
they also challenged accepted perceptions of radical versus liberal activism. In terms of
female-centered activity, the difference between liberal and radical activism is
determined more by organizational structure than ideology and objectives. Typical
liberal organizations operate within the existing political structure and have an internal
infrastructure; radical activity stems from grassroots responses to specific events that the
established system has been slow to address. The majority of female activism, however,
falls somewhere between the two.9 This is certainly true of the activity of this group of
Catholic women. They created a hybrid liberal-radical model to meet the needs of their
community within the unique Memphis environment. Within groups, they used existing
organizations, such as affiliating the CHRC with the National Catholic Conference for
Interracial Justice or organizing a chapter of the Panel of American Women. They
created forums for dialogue and cooperation to further the cause of social justice.
However, community needs unaddressed by the existing system often necessitated the
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creation of organizational vehicles using grassroots methods, such as the Blessed Martin
House, the Rearing Children of Goodwill workshops, and the Concerned Women of
Memphis. As individuals, they were not averse to taking radical action, such as Turner’s
picketing of Immaculate Conception School, Shafer’s confrontation with local clergy
over charges of communism, and Hofstetter’s hunger strike.
Some fellow activists questioned if these women were true radicals. Joan Beifuss,
originally from Chicago, quipped that Memphis Catholics considered the picketing of
Immaculate Conception as the height of radicalism. Father James Lyke, the first African
American priest permanently assigned a parish in Memphis, gently chided her. “You
have people from the local CHRC, who….were committed enough in their own way
towards racial justice.” He emphasized that given the context of the time and location,
the CHRC’s efforts had at least a radical tinge.10 The opposition from the clergy,
ostracization, retaliatory pranks, and withdrawal of financial support all support Lyke’s
assertion the women’s activism was indeed radical by their community’s standards.
The story of these women anticipates the shift within Catholic theology heralded
by Vatican II. Their commitment to social justice, racial equality, and even women’s
rights appeared to be vindicated by the directives issued by the council in the mid-1960s.
In a 1975 pastoral letter, Bishop Carroll Dozier lauded such women. “When so many are
caught up in the justification of the theological stances and ideologies, women with high
sensitivities respond to persons, hurt by poverty, divorce, injustice and indifference.” He
continued, “It is a distortion of the Good news, surely, to regulate committed and earnest
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Christian women of our day to second-class citizenship.”11 Dozier and others viewed
women’s role within the Church and society, whether lay or religious, as permanently
altered. Yet the growing backlash within the Church made it increasingly difficult for
women such as Shafer and Hofstetter to openly practice their interpretation of Vatican
II’s directives. Shafer continued to clash with local clergy, including eventually Bishop
Dozier. Hofstetter struggled to find a Dominican community open to her; her reputation
for radical activism often preceded her.12 Perhaps due to individual personalities, the
other women did not face comparable struggles, even if they openly disagreed with
clerical decisions.
These women did not change the course of the civil rights movement, nor that of
the Catholic Church. But they did change the course of individual lives and the character
of their community. Their faith served as a liberating force, as well as a reflection of the
paradoxical role of women in the Church and society as a whole.13 As historians
continue to refine their understanding of the civil rights and women’s rights movements,
the stories of individual women and local groups bring nuance, depth, and clarity to these
larger narratives.
**********

Bishop Carroll Dozier, “Woman: Intrepid and Loving,” 2-7, Pastoral Letter in
Memphis-Shelby County Room-Archives, Benjamin L. Hooks Public Library, Memphis
Tennessee.
11

12

Sister Adrian Marie Hofstetter, interview by author, St. Catharine, Kentucky, 9 June
201, in author’s personal collection.
13

Sara Evans, Personal Politics: The Roots of Women's Liberation in the Civil Rights
Movement & the New Left (New York: Vintage Books, 1979), 58.

207

Although Helen Caldwell Day Riley’s Blessed Martin House closed after just a
few years, it was the inspiration for the Dorothy Day House of Hospitality, which
provides shelter and support for homeless families in Memphis. After moving from
Memphis to California, Riley worked for many years as a librarian and tutor for
underprivileged youth. She chose to live her faith through personal transformative
actions, rather than within larger movements. She currently resides in California in a
modified version of a Catholic Worker Community with her husband and son. Alice
Hanrahan likewise practiced her faith in a private manner, although she was active in the
CHRC as well as individual efforts to address injustice. She resisted efforts to “block
bust” her Evergreen-Vollintine neighborhood in the late 1960s and early 1970s. She
lived in the same house and attended the same church until she moved to a retirement
community around 2005. She died in 2007.
Allegra Turner’s focus on educational equity led her to teaching. She taught
biology at LeMoyme-Owen College and later math in the Memphis City School system.
She remained with MCS for many years, serving as a guidance counselor and a pupil
services supervisor until her retirement in 1986. She and her husband Jesse remained
active in the Memphis community, maintaining their ties to the NAACP, local political
organizations, and the reconstituted St. Augustine parish.14 She served on the board of
Christian Brothers University as well as that of the Memphis-Shelby County Public
Library. In 1993, CBU awarded her the Bishop Carroll Dozier Award for Peace and
Justice for her “extraordinary contributions and tireless devotion to the principles of

14

The Memphis diocese renamed St. Thomas Parish, St. Augustine in 1988. It continues
to serve predominately African American Catholics.
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peace and justice for all.”15 She published a biography of her husband, entitled Except by
Grace: The Life of Jesse H. Turner, in 2003. Although the primary focus was Jesse’s
civil rights work with the NAACP and other organizations, she does allude to her
contributions. Allegra Turner died in 2008.
Later women activists in Memphis called Anne Shafer the “grandmother of it all,”
because of her unrelenting efforts to address the inherent inequities among Memphis’
citizens.16 After the CWM/SC, Shafer continued working with the CHRC until its
dissolution in the mid-1970s. She recalls Bishop Carroll Dozier, the first bishop of the
new Memphis diocese, telling her to “shut it down because it was no longer needed.”
Against her personal feelings, as well as those of several African American members who
believed it was still a valuable vehicle for communication, Shafer called for a vote of the
members and the council disbanded.17 At least one former CHRC members insists there
was no pastoral pressure, but Shafer maintains that Dozier’s desire was that the council
disband. Shafer also worked in the community, focusing her energies on the creation of
Martyr’s Park, a memorial to the victims and heroes of Memphis’s devastating yellow
fever outbreaks of the 1870s. She regrets none of her actions, even though they led to her
split from Catholicism.18
“Turner and Berry Honored with Dozier Award,” CBU Bell Tower 34, no. 1 (1993): 2,
in Br. Terrence McLaughlin’s personal collection.
15

16

Jocelyn Wurzburg, interview by author, 24 November 2003, video recording, in
author’s personal collection.
17

Shafer interview, 15 February 2012.

Loyce Winfield, as quoted in Amy DeLong’s “Supremely Human: The Civil Rights
Activism of Memphis Catholics, 1961-1968,” 34 via http://www.rhodes.edu/
images/content/Academics/Amy_DeLong.pdf [accessed 18 December 2007]; Shafer interview,
15 February 2012.
18
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The Rearing Children of Goodwill workshops and PAW were Modeane
Thompson’s first forays onto community activism. As the focus of the civil rights
movement shifted from desegregation to integration, Thompson and Judy Wimmer
worked diligently to support the efforts to integrate Memphis public schools via busing.
She regards her greatest contribution, however, to be her work with the VollintineEvergreen Community Association (VECA). She worked with fellow Catholic Margaret
Ditchel to fight block busting by unscrupulous real estate agents and redlining of the
neighborhood by banks. VECA’s public-relations efforts are credited with stabilizing the
neighborhood and staunching the white flight that plagued other areas of Memphis.19 She
continues to believe that dialogue is the key to conflict resolution and remains active in
the community. The National Underground Railroad Freedom Center recognized her as
an Everyday Freedom hero in 2006 for her work in teaching tolerance, understanding,
and cooperation. Thompson regularly attends mass at St. Therese-Little Flower Church,
where she coordinates the annual African American history month presentation.20
After 1969, Sr. Adrian Hofstetter’s activities only intensified. Funded by grants
from various organizations, she taught at other Memphis colleges and continued
advocating for economic justice issues. She was instrumental in the contentious St.
Joseph’s Hospital strike in 1969. She also marched with César Chávez in the California
grape strikes in the early 1970s. She worked with the Berrigan brothers, radical priests

Bettye Donahue, “Working to Become the Beloved Community,” 17 February 2005,
West Tennessee Catholic, in Modeane Thompson’s personal collection.
19

Michael Lollar, “Everyday Hero: Award Honors Modeane Thompson for swaying
many a heart with her truth, her compassion and her pen,” Memphis Commercial Appeal, 12
March 2006; Shafer interview, 15 February 2012; Modeane Thompson, interview by author,
Memphis, Tennessee, 14 February 2012, in author’s personal collection.
20
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who were frequently jailed for their anti-Vietnam war activities. As part of the Berriganfounded Plowshares Movement, she was arrested several times in connection with antinuclear weapons protests. She also continued her intellectual activities, publishing
several books and articles, even in her retirement at the Kentucky motherhouse. In her
eighties, Hofstetter spearheaded efforts to convert the motherhouse to self-sustaining geothermal power as well as self-sustaining agriculture. Hofstetter’s lifetime of commitment
to social justice inspired her former students to ask Shelby County Mayor A.C. Wharton
to honor her with “Sr. Adrian Hofstetter Day” on 23 July 2007. She currently lives in
retirement at the motherhouse, but remains active in the order’s religious life, conducting
Buddhist meditation sessions weekly.21
The tenets of Catholicism which inspired these women’s commitment to social
justice are most eloquently expressed by Prayer of St. Francis:
Lord, make me an instrument of your peace.
Where there is hatred, let me sow love.
Where there is injury, pardon.
Where there is doubt, faith.
Where there is despair, hope.
Where there is darkness, light.
Where there is sadness, joy.
O Divine Master,
Grant that I may not so much seek to be consoled, as to console;
To be understood, as to understand;
To be loved, as to love.
For it is in giving that we receive.
It is in pardoning that we are pardoned,
And it is in dying that we are born to Eternal Life.22
Sr. Mary Della Quin, O.P., “Sr. Adrian Marie Honored in Memphis for Her Work with
Civil Rights,” Dominican News, 21, no. 4 (Summer 2007); Hofstetter, interview by author.
21

“The Story Behind the Peace Prayer of St. Francis,” The Franciscan Archive, via
http://www.franciscan-archive.org/patriarcha/peace.html [accessed 17 March 2012]. This prayer
has its roots in the horror of World War I French battlefields and is now widely used and cited by
Catholics as well as other Christians around the world.
22
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The story of these women is just a small sample of the faith-by-works activism of
thousands of progressive Southern Catholics during the civil rights era. Their stories are
yet to be told.
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